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A hundre d year s ag o Joh n F . Mos s i n E.R . Robson' s boo k "Schoo l 
Architecture" opene d hi s chapte r o n Schoo l Furnitur e an d Apparatu s 
with thes e word s : 

"Suitable appliance s ar e t o th e teache r ver y muc h wha t prope r 
tools ar e t o th e handicraftsman . Th e furnitur e an d apparatu s 
should b e carefull y adapte d t o th e kin d o f instructio n t o b e 
given an d th e mos t approve d method s o f impartin g i t . Al l 
u l ter ior consideration s mus t b e hel d subservient. " 

We uphold thes e admirabl e sentiment s today , bu t th e furnitur e tha t 
stems fro m the m i s differen t becaus e childre n an d teacher s wor k differently . 
A hundre d year s ago , i n Grea t Britain , o n th e continen t o f Europ e an d 
in th e Unite d State s th e obsession s wer e wit h th e seate d posture , th e nee d 
for th e pupi l t o se e th e teache r an d fo r th e teache r t o comman d th e 
attention o f pupil s an d gai n acces s t o them . Discussion s centre d o n th e 
merits o r otherwis e o f single , dual , o r desk s fo r fou r an d more , an d o n 
whether seat s shoul d b e separat e o r combine d wit h them . I f separate , 
they woul d b e fixe d t o th e floor , fo r loos e seatin g wa s stil l a  thin g o f th e 
future. Furnitur e fo r othe r tha n readin g an d writin g purpose s reflecte d 
the lo w prior i t y othe r wor k hel d i n th e timetable , an d wa s designe d a s 
relatively complicate d apparatu s o n whic h th e teache r coul d demonstrat e 
rather tha n a s simpl e equipmen t o n whic h th e pupil s themselve s coul d work . 

However, ther e wa s on e featur e o f th e classroo m furnitur e o f a 
hundred year s ag o whic h ove r th e year s ha s bee n ignored, an d t o whic h 
designers o f th e presen t generatio n hav e res tore d attention . Thi s 
feature i s th e siz e o f th e furnitur e i n relatio n t o th e siz e o f th e pupils . 
Recommendations an d practic e i n 187 0 wer e c lose r t o thos e i n 197 0 tha n 
those durin g th e firs t hal f o f thi s century . A t th e en d o f th e las t centur y 
the priorit y wa s t o rea d an d write , an d abov e al l t o keep still . Storag e 
requirements amounte d t o littl e mor e tha n a  slate . I n thes e circumstance s 
tailor-made furnitur e wa s relativel y eas y t o achieve . Durin g th e cours e 
of thi s centur y th e formalit y o f th e classroo m persisted , bu t th e conten t 
of educatio n multiplie d s o tha t armful s o f book s replace d th e slat e an d 
created a  sever e storag e proble m a t th e workplace . Schoo l fu rn i tu r e 
makers naturall y responde d b y providing deepe r shelve s o r locker s whic h 
meant highe r tops , an d thu s w e soo n ha d th e grotesqu e posture s tha t hav e 
come t o b e associate d wit h th e locke r desk . Simila r influence s wer e a t 
work i n offic e furniture . Survey s i n th e earl y 1950' s resulte d i n th e 
confident clai m tha t a  ver y larg e majorit y o f pupil s wer e sittin g a t 
furniture whic h wa s to o hig h fo r them . Th e survey s als o resulte d i n 
British Standar d specification s whic h i n 195 5 reminded th e publi c tha t 
classroom furnitur e wa s primaril y fo r childre n t o wor k a t (an d no t solel y 
for readin g an d writing ) rathe r tha n a  repositor y fo r paper . The y als o 
showed ho w designer s coul d reconcil e th e conflicts . 
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This outlin e show s ho w influentia l th e academi c traditio n ha s been , 
in whic h th e typ e o f educatio n though t mos t appropriat e fo r th e leadin g 
classes a  lon g tim e ag o resulte d unti l quit e recentl y i n classroom s fo r 
pupils o f al l age s an d kind s tha t coul d i n essenc e b e describe d b y th e 
words, desk s ,  rows , blackboards ; word s tha t hav e becom e s o familia r 
that the y instantly conjur e fo r th e ma n i n th e stree t th e imag e o f a  school . 

There hav e bee n mor e fundamenta l influence s a t wor k fo r jus t a s 
long, bu t i t i s onl y in thi s presen t generatio n tha t partnership s o f educator s 
and designer s hav e bee n establishe d whic h hav e bee n abl e t o realis e th e 
implications o f thes e influence s i n design . Durin g th e las t century , 
educators hav e bee n makin g discoverie s o f ho w childre n learn , th e import -
ance o f learnin g fro m th e concrete , fro m experience . Concer n fo r th e 
whole chil d ha s becom e a  cliche , bu t i t i s to o importan t t o pu t t o on e side , 
for throug h thi s kin d o f concern , w e now realis e tha t physica l surrounding s 
and ou r physica l well-bein g affec t ou r developmen t an d ou r powe r t o think . 
Designers an d educator s no w increasingl y realis e therefor e tha t th e 
provision o f furnitur e i n a  schoo l i s no t th e closin g phas e o f a  buildin g 
contract, bu t regar d i t a s par t o f th e etho s o f th e school , an d a s a  s t a r t i n g 
point i n schoo l design . 

Influences o n furnitur e 

It i s no t possibl e her e t o pursue closel y thes e connection s betwee n 
how childre n no w lear n an d thei r physica l surroundings , bu t a t th e r i s k 
of oversimplifyin g fo r th e sak e o f clarit y i t i s importan t t o stat e briefl y 
the influence s o n furniture . Fo r workin g purposes , teacher s ar e concerne d 
with individua l pupils , rathe r tha n classes . Pupil s lear n i n differen t 
ways an d speeds , whic h togethe r wit h th e emphasi s o n learning fro m rea l 
experiences means that the y ar e workin g i n varyin g size s o f groups , an d a t 
many different kind s o f work . Throughou t th e da y th e pattern s o f grou p 
size an d wor k wil l change . No t ofte n wil l everybod y b e doin g th e sam e 
thing a t th e sam e time . Thi s means , amon g man y othe r things , a  les s rigi d 
division betwee n readin g an d writin g work , an d wor k wit h th e hands . Th e 
conventional desig n o f bot h building s an d furnitur e ha s implie d a  rigi d 
division i n th e past . Thes e ar e principle s whic h appl y i n varyin g degree s 
throughout th e whol e educationa l process , and one s whic h pioneerin g teacher s 
have bee n applyin g befor e th e physica l attribute s o f a  schoo l an d th e furnitur e 
in particula r ha d responde d t o them . 

The dichotom y o f educatio n int o primar y an d secondar y stage s i s 
giving wa y t o a  more continuou s proces s tha t i s bein g encourage d b y th e 
special consideratio n o f th e need s o f pupil s i n th e middl e years , whethe r 
at th e uppe r en d o f primary , i n middle , o r i n th e firs t stage s o f secondar y 
schools. I n mos t buildings , therefore, the patter n o f th e self-containe d class -
room fo r th e younge r pupils , t o whic h i s adde d self-containe d specia l subjec t 
rooms, i s agai n givin g wa y t o building s containin g a  muc h more complicate d 
pattern o f variet y i n whic h versatil e an d movabl e furnitur e i  s th e chie f 
means whereb y changin g pattern s o f grouping s an d activitie s ar e achieved . 
It ha s bee n th e traditio n tha t th e roo m fo r th e clas s grou p serve s bot h fo r 
pastoral an d fo r workin g purposes , th e simpl e need s o f th e forme r r e s -
tricting th e comple x needs o f th e lat ter . Thi s i s n o longe r acceptabl e 
because fo r varyin g grou p size s an d activitie s mor e variet y o f space s an d 
furniture i s required , an d thes e ar e n o longer neatl y divisibl e int o genera l 
and specia l subjec t categories . However , th e nee d fo r securit y an d 
pastoral car e i s o f suprem e importance , particularl y fo r th e younge r 
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chi ldren, bu t a t n o stag e nee d thi s n e c e s s a r i l y impl y c lassroom s a s w e 
have know n them . 

How doe s t h i s chang e t h e popula r imag e o f a  schoo l an d i t s 
furni ture whic h h i s to ry ha s mad e s o sharp ? 

Now i t i s unlikel y tha t al l th e chi ldre n fo r who m a  t e a c h e r i s 
respons ib le wil l b e provide d wit h th e sam e kin d o f furni ture . N o longe r 
a r e w e concerne d wit h 3 0 o r 4 0 desk s o r table s fo r 3 0 o r 4- 0 p u p i l s . Th e 
implications o f workin g i n smal l group s doin g differen t thing s a r e t h a t a 
va r ie ty o f s e a t i n g an d wor k sur face s a r e r equ i r ed . Benc h s e a t i n g , sof t 
cubes , s too l s , r o s t r a , s t eps , a  patc h o f carpet , fo r example , wi l l hav e 
their p lac e a s s e a t s a s wel l a s c h a i r s . Pupi l s wil l mov e fro m on e 
working surfac e t o another , fro m sittin g he igh t t o standin g he igh t ,  fro m 
small p r iva t e t a b l e s t o l a r g e r communa l ones , fro m surface s f o r clea n 
work t o sur face s fo r mess y work . Furn i tu r e fo r p rac t ica l wor k i s c losel y 
associa ted w i t h furni tur e fo r boo k work , bot h o f whic h nee d t o b e s e rv i ce d 
with t r o l l e y s , provid in g instan t ca tegor ise d s t o r a g e , displa y an d screenin g 
fac i l i t ies . Furnishin g o f th e ver t i ca l sur face s i s equall y importan t a s t h e 
furni ture tha t i s place d o n th e floor . Th e imag e o f th e notic e board , t h e 
blackboard an d t h e occasiona l shel f ha s d isappeare d wit h th e l o c k e r des k 
with i t s row s an d gangways . Th e ver t ica l sur face s a r e no w full y equippe d 
as workin g sur f aces , with furni tur e fo r s torag e an d displa y i n tw o an d thre e 
dimensions, both t o in sp i r e an d t o inform . 

The movemen t o f pupil s i n the i r wor k no w make s i t imposs ib l e fo r 
a pupi l t o e s t a b l i s h permanentl y an y on e chai r o r wor k plac e a s hi s own . 
This movemen t an d regroupin g mean s tha t wor k sur face s nee d t o hav e 
mobility an d p o s s e s s wha t i s mos t eas i l y descr ibe d b y th e ugl y ph ra s e "al l 
round si t tabi l i ty " •  Therefor e s to rag e a t th e wor k plac e i s g iv in g wa y 
to s e p a r a te s t o r a g e i n t r ay s o r l o c k e r s , whic h leave s th e wor k s u r f a c e s 

unencumbered. 

T h i s mobilit y affect s th e pr incipl e o f " ta i lo r making " t h e furn i tu r e 
to fi t th e child , a  pr incipl e tha t seeme d admirabl e i n th e pas t ,  an d tha t i s 
only r e c e n t l y bein g challenged . Unles s academi c anthropometr i cian s a r e 
to stan d i n th e wa y o f changin g education , i t i s n e c e s s a r y t o modif y th e ai m 
of fittin g eac h pupi l accura te l y t o on e b y whic h furnitur e allow s peopl e o f 
widely differ in g s t a tu r e s t o s i t r easonab l y comfortabl y a t a  g ive n s i ze . 
Not onl y a r e ch i ld re n o f differen t s ize s workin g togethe r bu t t eache r s a r e 
working wit h c h i l d r e n , r a t h e r tha n merel y havin g t o "comman d t h e i r 
at tention" fro m t h e blackboard . I n Grea t B r i t a i n th e educat iona l p r e s s u r e 
for thi s chang e i s ve r y c l e a r , an d a  nationwid e measuremen t surve y o f 
the schoo l ag e populatio n ha s r ecen t l y bee n complete d t o enabl e existin g 
recommendat ions t o b e re-examine d i n th e ligh t o f bot h ne w educationa l 
methods, an d change s i n th e growt h o f th e population . 

"Now i t i s accepte d tha t youn g childre n nee d frequen t oppor tuni t ie s 
to mov e an d chang e t h e i r positio n quit e apa r t fro m time s whic h a r e 
spec i f ica l ly se t as id e fo r physica l educa t ion" . 1 

On th e continen t o f Europ e o n th e othe r hand , wher e educatio n tend s 
to involv e s i t t i n g st i l l fo r longe r p e r i o d s , an d wi t h exe rc i s e of te n no t 
p a r t o f schoo l education , th e medica l professio n ha s a  s t ronge r cas e fo r 
advocating s o s t r o n g l y th e accura t e desig n an d distr ibut io n o f furnitur e 
for perfec t p o s t u r e s . Thu s adjustabl e furn i ture , an d a  mult ipl ici t y o f 
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sizes wit h consequen t educationa l inflexibilit y ar e characteristic s o f Europ -
ean schools . However , educationa l t rends , an d th e growin g awarenes s i n 
Europe o f Britis h furnitur e an d it s educationa l startin g points , ar e givin g 
rise t o a n interestin g internationa l dialogu e . 

Consortia o f loca l authoritie s 

The realisatio n o f these change s ha s gathere d spee d i n Britai n ove r 
the las t 2 0 yea r s, bu t wa s slo w t o star t whe n furnitur e designe d fo r 
pioneering individua l project s wa s no t take n u p by industry fo r wide r 
marketing. I t i s understandabl e tha t th e manufacturers ' catalogue s shoul d 
contain onl y wha t the y ca n sell , reflectin g a n accumulatio n o f th e pas t 
experience o f the majority , rathe r tha n futur e trend s representin g onl y 
the minority . Manufacturer s o n thei r ow n coul d no t themselve s bridg e 
the ga p betwee n industr y an d education , a  ga p tha t ha d t o b e bridge d befor e 
school furnitur e coul d serv e an d encourag e moder n educationa l objectives . 
Individual designer s an d authoritie s ha d show n th e way , bu t thei r orde r 
books wer e no t larg e enoug h no r thei r programme s lon g enoug h t o giv e 
industry th e confidenc e t o change . 

The initiativ e take n b y loca l educatio n authoritie s (designer s an d 
users) i n formin g consorti a t o emplo y industrialise d buildin g technique s 
more effectivel y wa s firs t applie d t o furnitur e productio n b y the Countie s 
Furniture Grou p i n 1962 . I n thi s wa y stron g team s o f designer s an d educator s 
can establis h requirement s an d presen t t o industr y a  co-ordinate d deman d 
with continuit y ove r long periods. I n thi s way , too , ne w material s an d ne w 
technologies whos e us e demand s larg e scal e productio n ca n b e employe d t o 
produce furnitur e whos e qualit y i s high , bu t whos e cos t ca n b e afforde d b y 
public authoritie s wh o ar e continuousl y har d presse d t o balanc e qualit y wit h 
quantity. Mor e recentl y othe r consorti a o f loca l authoritie s fo r furnitur e 
have bee n formed , notabl y on e fo r som e Wels h authoritie s (CLAW ) an d anothe r 
for authoritie s i n th e sout h wes t o f Englan d (FLAG) . Th e Departmen t o f 
Education an d Scienc e maintain s a n activ e collaboratio n wit h loca l authoritie s 
in th e desig n bot h o f building s an d furniture . Thi s resulte d i n a  partnershi p 
between th e the n Ministr y o f Publi c Building s an d Work s (Supplie s Division ) 
- no w Departmen t o f th e Environmen t -  an d th e CLAS P Consortiu m o f loca l 
authorities, an d enable d furnitur e desig n associate d wit h individua l projects , 
such a s th e Evelin e Low e primar y school , fo r whic h ther e wa s clos e collabo -
ration wit h th e Greate r Londo n Council , t o b e develope d an d made mor e widel y 
available. Th e rang e o f furnitur e stemmin g fro m thi s partnershi p o f centra l 
and loca l authoritie s i s no w manufacture d b y Pe l Ltd . an d i s know n a s th e 
Forme Range . Thi s i s on e exampl e o f th e applicatio n o f principle s whic h ar e 
now share d an d accepte d b y many an d ar e bein g develope d i n differen t ways . 
The Form e Rang e i s a t th e presen t tim e perhap s th e mos t comprehensiv e an d 
clearest demonstratio n o f th e idea s whic h ar e th e subjec t o f thi s account . 
These change d relationship s betwee n customer s an d industr y reflec t th e fac t 
that th e combinatio n o f value fo r mone y wit h hig h qualit y an d larg e quantit y 
depends o n large r buyin g organisation s an d manufacturer s wh o have a t thei r 
command larg e resource s t o emplo y sophisticate d engineerin g technique s i n 
metal, plastic s an d timber . 

The moder n rang e o f furnitur e 

Until recentl y th e furnishin g o f school s ha s bee n th e provisio n o f 
set piec e in ter iors , whethe r classroom , l ibrary , laboratory , o r workshop . 
Now a  furnitur e rang e mus t consis t o f a  multitude o f item s fo r floor s an d 
vertical surfaces , fo r working , storag e an d displa y i n grea t variety . 
In fac t man y o f th e attribute s o f buildin g element s ar e no w bein g assume d b y 
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furniture, whic h increasingl y i s becomin g th e mean s whereb y a  schoo l 
becomes a n educationa l instrument . Moreove r i n th e interest s o f 
flexibility, cost , an d spee d o f construction , muc h furnitur e tha t use d t o b e 
built int o th e buildin g structur e i s no w provided i n th e for m o f loos e 
furniture. Educator s an d architect s wil l selec t differen t combination s o f 
many items , an d teacher s wil l rearrang e the m constantl y i n thei r schools . 
This variet y i s kaleidoscopi c i n it s complexity , an d pose s specia l problem s 
for desig n an d manufacture , whic h ar e beyon d th e scop e o f thi s paper . 
Suffice i t t o sa y tha t a  harmony in use , whateve r th e arrangement , ca n b e 
maintained b y th e versatil e applicatio n o f a  disciplin e o f mater ia l 
specification, colou r an d dimensio n tha t i s commo n t o th e hundred s o f item s 
there ma y b e i n a  range . Thu s th e item s ar e give n a  famil y relationship . 

For industr y th e ai m is t o pursu e th e manufactur e o f standar d 
components b y whos e assembl y i n differen t way s variet y i n us e i s 
combined wit h standardisatio n i n manufacture . Th e ai m is t o appl y skil l 
and ingenuit y i n thes e directions , no t i n th e desig n o f elaborat e o r highl y 
specialised furniture , fo r whic h th e fiel d i n educatio n i s narrowing . 
Teachers d o no t wan t furnitur e tha t stifle s the m wit h sophistication , bu t 
would prefe r th e mone y t o b e spen t o n goo d engineerin g an d goo d finish . 
It i s furnitur e tha t i s versati le , tha t stimulate s unforesee n applications , 
that doesn' t impl y a  ver y particula r use , whic h ca n trul y b e calle d a  too l 
in th e hand s o f teacher s an d pupil s -  t o paraphrase th e word s o f Joh n Mos s 
with whic h thi s pape r began . 

The Chil d an d hi s Growth . Stell a Duncan . Trends , Februar y 1970 , 
published b y th e Departmen t o f Educatio n an d Science * 
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