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Schools are places for learning. Places where the next generation is educated and prepared 
for the future. The current school system was designed in a different context to meet the 
needs of the previous century. If we want to prepare children to live and act in the future 
society it is not enough to improve literacy and numeracy. Changes in our society like 
globalization and digitalization together with the increasing demand of people who can 
innovate and collaborate means that we have to rethink education. 

To explore new possibilities within education this Master’s Thesis deals with the present 
development in the city of Skellefteå. The city is planning for several investments in 
school buildings in the upcoming years and one of them is Getbergsskolan, a new school 
for up to 1000 students from ages 6-15. 

To bridge the gap between our educational model and how the society presently works 
I have developed a new school concept. Students need a foundation of basic knowledge, 
but as information can now be found anywhere it is even more crucial to know how to 
apply the knowledge, practicing skills like creativity, critical thinking, communication 
and collaboration. 

Learning limited by the school walls needs to be replaced by networks of learning 
contexts to create a new educational model based on real-world connections. Bringing the 
community into the school and also providing the possibility to learn from experiences 
outside of school can create new ways of learning more relevant for our contemporary 
society.  

Keywords: schools, education, learning, Skellefteå, Getbergsskolan, community, network, competences, creativity, 
critical thinking, communication, collaboration, project-based learning.
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Children today will be the actors transforming the future tomorrow. They will develop 
our society and be innovative, solving problems we could only dream of finding solutions 
to. Nurturing our children with competences and motivation are key for our society to 
develop. An investment in education is an investment for the future.  

Education is a crucial part of sustainability and it is also a highly current topic that is 
widely discussed due to the deteriorating school results in Sweden. For me, this Master’s 
Thesis is an opportunity to study what education in Sweden is beyond the school results 
and how the built environment can support learning. The children starting school this 
year will work until 2075 and probably even longer. How can schools educate and 
prepare the children to live and act in our future society?

I wanted my Master’s Thesis to deal with both a city I have a relation to and to an ongoing 
discussion. I grew up in a neighbourhood called Morön, in the city of Skellefteå, and I 
spent my first six years in school at Getbergsskolan. A school has a great impact on a 
neighbourhood and when I walk around the school yard now when the school has been 
closed, it feels sad how something that has been so full of life now has decayed and been 

INTRODUCTION



left empty. The municipality has ambitious plans for the new school and sees this as 
an opportunity to build a contemporary school supporting new ways of learning. My 
proposal shows an alternative to the municipality’s current plans for the school but the 
main interest has been to elaborate what a school can be and how it relates to changes in 
the society.  

The book is organized into three parts: background, school concept and proposal. The 
first part presents statistics showing the challenges within schools in Sweden. It also 
includes chapters about the Swedish school system and how changes in the society 
impacts education. The second part is based on the knowledge gained from part one 
and explains a new school concept consisting of a new educational model together with 
a design concept. 

The last part looks into the present school development in Skellefteå and explores the 
new school concept in a proposal for a new school at Getberget. The book ends with a 
discussion on the topic “Rethinking schools” and elaborates on what education might be 
in the future. 
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BACKGROUND
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND 

SCHOOL ENVIRONMENTS  - In November 2013 the indoor environment 
at Getbergsskolan, Skellefteå, was considered to be a health danger. The issue was not 
an immediate problem but the municipality decided to close the school in the summer 
2014. All the students and teachers were moved to the neighbouring school, Moröskolan, 
where modules were placed in the school yard to accommodate the new students. A 
report showed that the condition of the school was too poor to be renovated. They did 
not find any mould in the building, but high levels of moisture. The outdated ventilation 
from the 1960s, floors that needed to be repaired and moisture in the outer walls made 
the municipality decide that the school will be demolished and replaced with a new 
school (TV4 Nyheterna Skellefteå, 2013).

This is just one of many schools in Sweden that has suffered from neglected school 
environments. In an inventory of 130 schools in Sweden done by The National Board of 
Housing, Building and Planning together with the Swedish Energy Agency in 2007 (as 
cited in Rådet för arkitektur, form och design, 2008) showed that 81% of the schools in the 
study had problems with moisture in the construction and damages caused by moisture. 
Seventy-five percent of the schools had such severe problems in some areas that it was 
problematic to use them. Neglected physical environments are now costing us in terms 
of health problems, sanitations, demolitions and new constructions. It is estimated to cost 
5 billion Swedish crowns to fix the school environments (Rådet för arkitektur, form och 
design, 2008). 

During the first 19 years of life, an average child in Sweden spends approximately half 
of the time awake in the school environment. With a mandatory compulsory school we 
have a responsibility to make sure that these environments are healthy for the children 
and provide beneficial conditions for learning. 

CHALLENGES



1891-93:Primary school, Lycksele  (Photo 1) 1932-35: Kanalskolan, Skellefteå 1950’s: Hedlundaskolan, Umeå 2015: Modules at Moröskolan, Skellefteå
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND

School buildings communicate values not only to the children but also to the surrounding 
community in terms of how we value our children and how we value education. The 
school environment is one of the most important in the society, but is it really how we 
value our school buildings?

Historically school buildings used to be a manifestation of the belief in knowledge, 
(Björk, Nordling, Reppen, 2012, 76), but as time passed and the year got 2016 school 
buildings more and more often are replaced by temporary modules functioning more as 
a container of students than a school building representing the importance of education. 
Currently many children spend several years of their education squeezed into modules, 
far from suitable school environments. School buildings from more than hundred years 
ago, like the primary school in Lycksele (Västerbottens museum, n.d.), are now listed 
buildings while more recently built schools are in such poor conditions that they are 
being demolished. 

School buildings have gone from being one of the most prominent buildings in 
the community to being neglected and replaced by temporary pavilions. In these 
environments we expect the children to learn and perform.



Resultat PISA
Genomsnittspoäng per land, år 2012

Korea 543 Korea
Japan 540 Japan
Finland 529 Finland
Estland 526 Estland
Kanada 522 Kanada
Polen 521 Polen
Nederländerna 519 Nederländerna
Schweiz 518 Schweiz
Tyskland 518 Tyskland
Irland 515 Irland
Australien 512 Australien
Nya Zeeland 509 Nya Zeeland
Belgien 509 Belgien
Storbritannien 502 Storbritannien
Österrike 501 Österrike
Tjeckien 500 Tjeckien
Frankrike 500 Frankrike
Slovenien 499 Slovenien
Danmark 498 Danmark
OECD 497 OECD
Norge 496 Norge
USA 492 USA
Italien 490 Italien
Luxemburg 490 Luxemburg
Spanien 489 Spanien
Portugal 488 Portugal
Ungern 486 Ungern
Island 485 Island
Sverige 482 Sverige
Israel 474 Israel
Slovakien 472 Slovakien
Turkiet 462 Turkiet
Chile 436 Chile
Mexiko 417 Mexiko
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Figure 2: Average points per country in the PISA-test 2012 (Nannesson, 2014),

MathematicsReading Natural science
2000 510 516 512
2003 509 514 506
2006 502 507 503
2009 494 497 495
2012 478 483 485
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Figure 1: Sweden’s pisa results (Nannesson, 2014).
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND

SCHOOL RESULTS - The PISA-test studies 15 year old students’ knowledge in 
mathematics, reading and natural science, and as shown in Figure 1 the Swedish 
students’ results has deteriorated in all subjects since the test started in year 2000. Figure 
2 illustrates the last result from 2012 where Swedish students’ scored below the OECD 
average in all subjects and dropped from 22nd place to the 28th place (Nannesson, 
2014). Sweden is the country that has had the largest decrease in results of all countries 
participating in PISA (Skolverket 2015).

Even if the tests do not cover everything that is taught in school, the subjects are 
considered to be important competences in order to develop other skills. That is why the 
results can be seen as an indicator on how well equipped the 15-year olds are to meet the 
future (Nannesson, 2014) 

There are other tests that focus on different subjects where the results are more positive. 
Subjects where the Swedish students’ results are good, compared to other countries, are 
citizenship, democracy and English (Skolverket 2015). 

TEACHER SHORTAGE - There is an alarming shortage of authorized teachers 
and preschool teachers. Large number of retirements are waiting and by 2020 Sweden 
is expected to have a shortage of 44 000 educated teachers and preschool teachers 
(Skolverket 2015).

It is also worrying that many teachers do not feel satisfied with their working situation. 
Eight out of ten teachers think that they spend too much time on administration and in 
a study published by Skolverket 2013 every second teacher responded that they have 
considered changing profession during the last year (Skolverket, 2015).



Girls Boys
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15 57 31
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Figure 3: Two or more psychological or somatic problems
every week (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2014).

Psychological problems included in the study: difficulty to sleep, 
depression, irritation and anxiety.

Somatic problems included in the study: head ache, stomach ache, 
pain in the back and dizziness. 
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Figure 4: Stressed or much stressed about 
school work (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2014).
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND

STUDENT HEALTH - Children spend an essential part of their time in school 
and the school environment highly influences children’s health and wellbeing. Every 
fourth year the Public Health Authority makes a report on school children’s health. The 
children’s wellbeing can be an indicator of how healthy the contemporary society is but 
is also a prognosis for how healthy the society will be in the future. In the latest report 
(Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2014) the majority of students consider themselves to have good 
health, but there are some worrying tendencies. 

More and more girls have regular psychological and somatic problems. As shown in 
Figure 3, 57% of the girls aged 15 have two or more problems every week and that is the 
highest number since the study was started. The stress over school work is increasing and 
the proportion of 13-year olds who are feeling stressed or greatly stressed has doubled 
in four years.



10 90
15 85

15%
of the 15-years old boys are 
physically active one hour 

every day

10%
of the 15-years old girls are 
physically active one hour 

every day

20 80 8 92

20%
have been violated

8%
have been bullied

Figure 5: Physical activity 
(Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2014).

Figure 6: Violations 
(Friendsrapporten, 2015).

Figure 7: Bullying 
(Friendsrapporten, 2015).
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND

According to WHO’s recommendations, children should be physically active at least one 
hour a day (World Health Organization, n.d.). Only 15% of the boys and 10% of the girls 
aged 15 achieves this, as shown in Figure 5. On the other hand, more children than ever 
exercise four times or more every week. This contradiction indicates that children are less 
active in daily life (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2014). The indication is supported by a study 
done by The Swedish Transport Administration showing that less children are going to 
school by foot or bike (Trafikverket, 2012).

Physical activity is related to both physical and mental health. It can for example improve 
the sleep, reduce the risk for becoming overweight and improve the ability to concentrate. 
People who are active during their childhood are more likely to stay active when they 
grow up (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2014).

Wellbeing is also related to social relations and all children have the right to feel safe 
in school. Friends is a non-profit organization with a mission to stop bullying and 
discrimination and in the last report (Friends, 2015a) they conclude that an average of 
two children in every class are victims of bullying. The study was conducted with 15 000 
school children in grade 3-9 (age 9-15). During the last year 20% have been violated by 
another child and 8% have been bullied, Figure 6 and 7.

Friends has also made a separate report on bullying and violations through digital media. 
One of three children has been violated through cell phone, computer or tablet last year. 
For girls the most common arena is social media and for boys it is games (Friends, 2015b).



0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

Preschool Preschool 
class F Upper secondary schoolCompulsory school year 1-9
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND

In Sweden all children have the right to a nine-year long education called compulsory 
school. In the fall semester the year the children turn seven, it is mandatory to start in 
school (Skolverket, 2013a). Before children start school it is optional to go to preschool but 
all municipalities have a responsibility to offer a place in a preschool for all the children 
from the age of one (Skolverket, 2013b). When children turn six, they have the possibility 
to go to preschool class (referred to as class F) where they are prepared for the coming 
education (Skolverket, 2014a). In year 6 in compulsory school students receive their 
first grades and the grading scale goes from A to F where A-E means pass and F fail 
(Skolverket, 2013c).

THE SWEDISH 
SCHOOL SYSTEM



grades
development

knowledge
understanding

writing

speaking

learning

collaboration

creativity

diversity
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND

CURRICULUM - The applied curriculum for the compulsory school in Sweden was 
adopted and came into force in July 2011 (Skolverket, 2011). It is divided into three parts: 

1. Fundamental values and tasks of the school
2. Goals and guidelines
3. Syllabi and knowledge requirements

To understand the key aspects of the curriculum and to investigate what is given most 
attention, I compared how often different words occur in the text. This gives an indication 
of what is considered to be important in the Swedish school. Knowledge is mentioned 
868 times while creativity only occurs 10 times. Grades can be found 529 times but 
collaboration only 12 times. 

Searched words:
 (Includes all words where the searched word is part of the word)

Knowledge 868
Grades 529
Understanding 226
Development 185
Writing 119
Speaking 40 
Learning 40
Collaboration 12
Creativity 10
Diversity 7
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND

“The school has a mission to communicate basic values and encourage the students learning to 
prepare them to live and act in the society. The school should mediate knowledge that constitutes 
the common frame of reference that all in the society needs.”  – Translation of the curriculum 
(Skolverket, 2011)

As the curriculum states above, the school’s task is to educate children to become good 
citizens ready for the future. The question is then: does the knowledge gained in school 
correspond to the needs in the future and what are those needs? Our society is changing 
at a rapid pace and education has to reflect these changes. Climate change, digitalization, 
globalization and shifts on the labour market all affect what is considered as relevant 
competences and how we prepare our children to live and act in the future. 

CLIMATE CHANGES - We are all part of the global issue of climate change. If we 
continue to live and act as we currently are doing we will face serious problems. The 
children are our future and education is a key factor towards a sustainable development. 
It is only through knowledge about how our way of living affects the environment we 
can contribute to creating a sustainable future. In the current curriculum it is stated that 
the school has a responsibility to educate knowledge and understanding about how the 
lifestyle impacts the health, the environment and the society (Skolverket, 2011).

DIGITALIZATION - Digitalization is a transformation in society that has and will 
continue to have significant impact in schools. It is an important competence for the 
children to develop but it is also a tool within pedagogies. For example it can add more 
diversity to the education, create possibilities for collaborations and make it easier to 
adjust the learning to the individual. It can also provide children with new ways of 
expressing themselves, exploring and perceiving the world.

FUTURE LEARNING
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Computers and tablets are becoming more and more common in the Swedish schools 
and they are mostly used for searching for information, writing and giving presentations. 
The highest usage of computers is within the subjects Swedish and Social Sciences. 
Mathematics is the subject that most rarely makes use of digital tools. One effect that 
has been reported when computers or tablets are introduced in the education is that the 
motivation and the engagement increases among the students. Digital tools can be used 
to improve the existing education but more importantly they can be used to reshape the 
education. (Hylén, 2012).

GLOBALIZATION - Globalization is characterized by increasing mobility, changes 
on the market, interaction between different cultures and collaborations. In a response to 
globalization education needs to prepare children for a future with both global competition 
and global co-operations, where interaction across the boarders is a part of their everyday 
life. Globalization emphasizes the importance of languages, understanding for different 
cultures and other competences desirable on the global market. (Nihlfors, 2008). 

FUTURE COMPETENCES - Globalization, the rapid pace of change and new 
technologies are transforming the labour market. Traditionally the main focus within 
education has been basic skills like literacy and numeracy and these skills have also 
been sufficient knowledge for getting a job. Basic skills are still important but now it is 
only a starting point for developing competences adapted to the current labour market. 
At present it is not only important what people know but also what they can do with 
their knowledge. Employers are now looking for people who have competences like, 
creativity, critical thinking, communication and collaboration (Horvathova, 2015). 



there is no “one size fit all” “we are educating people out of their creative capacity”
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PART ONE -  BACKGROUND 

CASE STUDY - SIR KEN ROBINSON - Sir Ken Robinson is a visionary leader in 
the development of creativity and human resources in education. He is the most viewed 
speaker at TED and his talk from 2006 has been viewed almost 36 million times (TED, 
n.d.). 

He believes that what is needed is not a development of the system but a revolution. 
He thinks that education has to get rid of the industrial model of production in favour 
of a model based on a personalized process. There is no one size fits all, and instead of 
trying to fit all the children into the same frame, schools can create the circumstances for 
learning to flourish and cultivate a diversity of abilities. 

Many people grow up without finding something they think they are good at and go 
through life coping with what they are doing rather than enjoying it. One reason for this 
is that we have an educational system that focuses on certain types of abilities. Math and 
language are considered as the most important subjects and art is only seen as a break. 
This results in many children thinking that they have a lower intelligence if they have 
troubles with math. What society considers being more valuable separates people from 
what they are good at and passionate about, it neglects many children’s interests and 
that is a waste of our diverse human resources. Robinson thinks that we need to see all 
the subjects as equally important. The division between academic and non-academic, 
smart and non-smart is a human construction. Our communities depend on a diversity 
of talents, not a single ideal. 

He argues that we are educated to become good workers instead of creative thinkers, that 
schools educate people out of their creative capacity. All human beings have a creative 
capacity and children in kindergarten are the ones with the best divergent thinking 
because they are not afraid of being wrong. Robinson refers to tests that have shown that 
the ability of divergent thinking decreases when children go to school. He believes that 
creativity is as important as literacy and should be treated with the same respect. (TED 
talks, 2006, 2010, 2013).



PART TWO



SCHOOL CONCEPT
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PART TWO - SCHOOL CONCEPT

EDUCATIONAL 
MODEL

Part one reveals several challenges within schools and serves as the background for my 
project. To summarize, the school environments are neglected, the school results are 
becoming worse, the students are more stressed and we are facing an extensive lack 
of teachers. We live in a time of change, when improving literacy and numeracy no 
longer is enough to prepare children to live and act in the future society. Changes like 
globalization and digitalization together with the increasing demand of people who can 
innovate and collaborate means that we have to rethink education. To bridge the gap 
between the schools and how our contemporary society works, I propose a new school 
concept consisting of a new educational model complemented with a design concept for 
new learning environments. 

PROJECT- BASED LEARNING - Students need a foundation of basic knowledge 
but in addition to that they also need to know how to use the knowledge by practicing 
creativity, critical thinking, communication and collaboration. These are competences 
that require own initiatives and cannot be learned through reading or listening but must 
be learned by doing. 

The curriculum is currently filled with basic competences divided into subjects, the 
question is then how education should be able to cover even more. One way of doing it 
is through Project-Based Learning (PBL) where the students learn basic knowledge and 
develop competences by exploring real-world problems.  PBL requires students to take 
initiative and working in groups in interdisciplinary topics gives the students a learning 
experience closer to reality.  
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Edutopia is a webpage and an online community created by The George Lucas 
Educational Foundation, with the aim of spreading innovative and evidence-based ideas 
about learning. They have identified fives keys to successful PBL (Edutopia, 2014):

◦ Real-world connection - The project starts from something called a driving question 
that relates to an authentic problem and describes the main theme of the project. 

◦ Core to learning - PBL is not something that is added in the end when the students 
have learned what they are supposed to, PBL is the education. The teachers plan the 
projects from the learning outcomes and design them in a way that they fulfil the 
curriculum. 

◦ Structured collaboration - Teamwork is not always something that comes naturally 
and teachers needs to teach the students how to work together in a group. They also 
need tools to learn how to structure their time and tasks. 

◦ Student driven - To support the projects the teacher asks questions and gives hints 
not the answer. A student driven approach gives the students a voice and a choice.

◦ Multifaceted assessment -  Instead of having a test at the end of the project, assessment 
should be integrated throughout the project to make sure that the students are 
following. By setting up learning targets for the day or for the week the students can 
track their own progress and reflect on what they are learning. 



LEARNING 
CENTER

EXPERTS
Companies, organizations, seniors and other 
community members can connect to the network and 
share their expertise. They can be available for study 
visits, lectures, internships and as mentors.

COLLABORATORS
Partners that can be integrated in the education with 
a long term collaboration. For example libraries and 
museums.

EDUCATIONAL ENVIRONMENTS
We are surrounded by environments that can be 
beneficial for education. Forests and historical areas 
are examples of environments that can create a more 
authentic learning experience.

GLOBAL LINKS
Use the possibility to connect to people around the 
world to give the students a wider perspective in their 
projects.
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LEARNING NETWORK - The school will be connected to a network consisting 
of different learning contexts and learning partners. The network is used to enrich the 
projects and create authentic problems for the students to engage with. To educate future 
citizens and workers is a concern for the whole city. The network will contribute to build 
a community with strong relationships where learning happens when people interact 
and work together. The network consists of:

◦ Collaborators - Partners that can be integrated in the education with a long term 
collaboration, for example, libraries and museums.

◦ Experts - Companies, organizations, seniors and other community members can 
connect to the network and share their expertise. They select what type of availability 
they have as a learning partner.

◦ Global links - Use the possibility to connect to people around the world to give the 
students a wider perspective in their projects.

◦ Educational environments - Surrounding environments that can create a more 
authentic learning experience.



USED 16.3% 
One school year consists of 178 days (SFS 2011:185).

(178/365) x (8/24) = 0,1626

OPEN 8-16 FOR 
CHILDREN AGE 

6-15
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BLURRED BORDERS - The school is often seen as a small community within 
the community, a building accessible to children of certain age during certain hours. 
According to the School Ordinance (SFS 2011:185), one school year should have at least 
178 school days and by assuming that every school day is eight hours the result is that 
only 16.3% of the hours every year are used hours in a school. This means that we have 
buildings with many resources standing empty most of the time. 

In our rapidly changing society, where life-long learning is necessary, we need to share the 
resources and provide social interaction and learning opportunities for everyone. Rather 
than seeing it as a school with a community centre, it can be regarded as a community 
centre for life-long learning. This creates a more resource efficient facility, it strengthens 
the community and it creates an active environment where students interact with the 
real-world on a daily basis. Instead of learning about the world inside a classroom, the 
border of the school is blurred, bringing the community into the school but also taking 
the children out of school. 
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CASE STUDY – CHARLES R. DREW CHARTER SCHOOL  - Charles R. Drew 
Charter School in Atlanta, USA uses PBL and every school year is divided into four PBL 
units. The projects start from a driving question that is connected to the curriculum, 
addressing real-world problems and inspiring students to come up with solutions with 
long-lasting influence on the community. 

One of the standards for third grade students is learning about heat and while having 
in mind the snowstorm that paralyzed all of Atlanta the teachers formulated the driving 
question: “How can we better prepare for Atlanta’s changing weather?”

The students read newspapers to find information about the snowstorm and the school 
invited community members to share their experience. The teacher gave a lecture about 
heat and throughout the unit they integrated small projects for the students to apply their 
knowledge. 

To help students stranded during snowstorms, the students came up with the idea to 
design a safety kit. By testing which material was the best heat conductor for the kit 
and by creating solar ovens, the students learned about heat conduction and insulation 
(Edutopia, 2016). 
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CASE STUDY – CRELLIN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL - Crellin is a rural school in 
Maryland, USA, where the local community is used as the primary resource for learning, 
an approach called place-based learning. Sometimes they use the stream running just 
behind the school building, sometimes a project starts from a community need and 
sometimes they make use of activities going on in the surroundings (Edutopia, 2015a).  

When the teachers plan projects and lessons they look for ways for the school to give back 
to the community that can be used as real-world catalysts for learning. Once a problem or 
a need is identified they start designing the project to fulfil the learning objectives. With 
this approach the students become more passionate about learning and empowered, 
seeing that they can make a change (Edutopia, 2015b). 

Creating relationships with the community members is something they highly value. Not 
only can they help to find problems for the students to learn from, they can also become 
learning partners. A teacher cannot be an expert in all topics so the teachers at Crellin 
are co-teaching with local experts who they call learning partners. A learning partner is 
anyone who wants to share their knowledge with the students. It can be a professional, a 
senior or maybe a parent. Depending on the interest they visit the school once, or several 
times and since they are not paid the school works hard to make them feel appreciated 
(Edutopia, 2015c).
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CASE STUDY – KING MIDDLE SCHOOL - King Middle School in Portland, USA 
combines PBL with 1-to-1 laptops in something they call expeditionary learning. Every 
learning expedition is eight to twelve weeks and combines several subjects (Edutopia, 
2010a). 

The students in seventh grade had a learning expedition called Soil Superheroes where 
they produced scientifically correct cartoon pamphlets showing the benefits of bacteria 
in our soil. The expedition included science, math, language arts, social studies, art and 
multimedia. During the process the students presented their work to microbiologists 
who gave them feedback on the projects. They also invited a comic book artist who 
taught them how to draw different facial expressions on the bacteria in the cartoon. 
As a culminating event, and to share their findings with the community, the students 
distributed the pamphlets to local gardening centres, universities and at the main flower 
shops (Edutopia, 2010b). 
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With the new educational model there is nothing that limits learning to be something 
that only can happen in a classroom. In the same way that one teacher cannot teach 
every subject, one learning environment is not suitable for every activity. To create a new 
school concept the design has to relate to the educational model and support the new 
way of learning. 

CASE STUDY - DAVID THORNBURG - During the 1990’s David Thornburg, Ph. 
D. presented an idea about four learning environments that are important for all learners 
(Thornburg, 2007).  

◦ Campfire: Throughout history, storytelling has been used as a way of teaching, a 
way of passing on the wisdom of the elderly to the next generation. The campfire 
is a typical place for storytelling where people gathered and absorbed information. 
In schools the campfire symbolizes spaces where people can gather and learn from 
experts. 

◦ Watering hole: In history people shared and discussed information with their 
neighbours by the watering hole. It was an informal learning place where they could 
share the latest news. The watering hole symbolizes spaces where we interact and 
learn from our peers. 

◦ Cave: Occasionally people have felt the need to be alone to get in contact with 
themselves and gain personal insights. The cave was one of the spaces where people 
went to process the information into knowledge. 

◦ Life: We establish insights through campfires, watering holes and caves, but to really 
learn something we have to try it in real life. 

DESIGN CONCEPT



WORKSHOP
Each class their own workshop that they 
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LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS - The four learning environments that Thornburg 
describes need to be balanced. Traditionally students only experience the campfire in 
the classroom and the watering hole on the playground, with limited possibilities for 
reflection and real-life applications. The imbalanced division makes it difficult for students 
to transform the information absorbed during the campfire into relevant competences. 

Now, when teachers and textbooks no longer are the only source of information, 
there is no point in having an education that focuses only on storytelling. The digital 
development has made a new world of storytelling accessible at any time. Teachers now 
have the possibility to focus on the students’ understanding instead of spending time on 
providing information. 

As storytelling moves from being the main part of the education to becoming a 
supportive element, the organization with one classroom for each class makes no sense 
anymore. With a new educational model based on PBL the students need to alternate 
the four learning environments throughout the process. This means that the learning 
environments can be shared within a group of students. Since PBL has its foundation 
in real-life applications, all students need to have access to a workshop where they can 
develop competences through collaboration and problem solving. As a complement to 
the workshops, the students need access to shared spaces for storytelling, interaction and 
reflection. Together these spaces form what I call one learning unit.  
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THE SCHOOL AS A CITY - The school is not one facility but a composition of many, 
with various functions and needs stretching from private to public, just like a city. With 
this starting point I developed the design concept, “The school as a city”, Learning units 
are spread along the streets and the core of the city is the square functioning as a central 
meeting place in the school.  

One unit can be seen as neighbourhood in the city where buildings are organized around 
a smaller square working as a watering hole where all the students in the unit can meet 
and interact. The square is formed by the surrounding volumes with workshops, teacher 
offices and cave and campfire spaces.



SQUARE:
Core of the school

Figure 8: Conceptual diagram 
of the school as a city.
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Figure 9: Conceptual diagram 
of one learning unit, seen as a 
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To further develop the new school concept, I have chosen to look into an existing 
school development in my hometown Skellefteå located in the northern part of 
Sweden in the region Västerbotten. 

The city was founded in 1845 and after the WWII Skellefteå was developed 
into an industrial city (Västerbottens läns hembygdsförening, n.d.). Since 
2003 the population in the municipality has been more or less constant 
with around 72 000 inhabitants (Ekonomifakta, n.d.) and about 60% of 
the population are live within the city itself (Skellefteå Kommun, 2011). 

The city is planning for several investments in school buildings and 
one of them is the new school replacing Getbergsskolan that was 
closed due to problems with the indoor environment and is in too 
poor a condition to be renovated.  

SKELLEFTEÅ
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Getbergsskolan was built in the middle of the 1960’s and is located in the east school 
district that stretches from the city centre all the way to Bergsbyn. The district used to have 
three schools for years F-5, -Getbergsskolan, Moröskolan and Bergsbyskolan, - but when 
Getbergsskolan was closed, all the students and teachers were moved into modules at 
Moröskolan. From year 6, all students study at Kanalskolan and due to the long distance 
all children living in Bergsbyn get free bus trips to and from school. Approximately half 
of the classes at Kanalskolan have a specific focus on soccer. 



STEP 3 - THE CONSTRUCTION
The construction of the new school will start in 2018.

NEW SCHOOL

STEP 2 - THE DEMOLITION
The technical service, today located in the area Morön, will be 
demolished and the ground will be decontaminated to make place for 
the new school.
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STEP 1 - THE BIG MOVE
An empty industrial building will be refurbished to house the fire 
department, the bus garage and the technical service.
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STEP 4 - MOVING IN 
The new school will be finished 2020 and house students in 
the years F-9 that currently is studying on Moröskolan (F-5) and 
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NEW SCHOOL - When the municipality decided to invest in a new school in the 
neighbourhood, the first idea was to use the same site where Getbergsskolan is today 
but as the plans grew bigger, they decided that the new school will be relocated. Thanks 
to a chain of future rearrangements in the city, a new plot in the area will be available 
where the municipal technical service is located today. The municipality has bought 
an empty industrial building at Hedensbyn that will be refurbished to house the fire 
department, the bus garage and the technical service. The technical service buildings 
will be demolished and the ground will be decontaminated to make place for the new 
school. In conversations with employers at the municipality, working with the school 
development, they have explained that one of the arguments for choosing this site has 
been that it is easier to solve the traffic situation where parents leave and pick up their 
children by car. 

The new school will be finished 2020 and house all students currently going to Moröskolan 
and Kanalskolan from ages 6-15. By merging the two schools the municipality sees the 
potential of pedagogical and economic advantages. Teachers can collaborate and a 
larger school is more resource efficient. Today the two schools together have around 
600 students but when planning a new school the municipality is considering a future 
population increase and therefore dimensioning the school for 1000 students. 



MORÖN

Site proposed by the 
municipality for the 
future school

Getbergsskolan today

Scale 1:15 000
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The eastern district consists of several neighbourhoods and Morön is the area where the 
main parts of the school children lives, as shown in Figure 10. Since the neighbourhood is 
centrally located in the district it becomes the natural area of intervention.

Område 0 1-5 6-11 12-15 16-19 20-64 65-79 80-w Summa
Alhem 5 32 44 26 26 235 57 26 451 451

Älvsbacka 8 41 52 32 62 1 067 283 130 1 675 2270

Älvsbacka 4 16 26 22 30 366 110 21 595
Morön 9 63 89 63 57 523 108 27 939 2133

Morön 8 41 48 53 49 792 146 57 1 194
Moröhöjden 6 20 31 21 27 682 285 76 1 148 1148

Hedensbyn 0 0 2 0 0 6 0 0 8 132

Hedensbyn 0 13 10 3 4 58 2 5 95
Hedensbyn 0 0 4 0 1 24 0 0 29
Bergsbyn 3 29 27 25 21 206 71 13 395 1883

Bergsbyn 15 113 165 93 76 737 170 9 1 378
Bergsbyn 0 1 3 1 3 26 12 0 46
Bergsbyn 0 0 0 0 0 3 2 2 7
Bergsbyn 0 2 2 0 1 30 18 0 53
Bergsbyn 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 0 4

58 371 503 339 357 4 757 1 266 366 8 017 8017
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Moröhöjden 26 Moröhöjden 31 Moröhöjden 21 Moröhöjden 52
Hedensbyn 13 Hedensbyn 16 Hedensbyn 3 Hedensbyn 19
Bergsbyn 163 Bergsbyn 197 Bergsbyn 119 Bergsbyn 316
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Figure 10: School children (Skellefteå Kommun).
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The municipality has made an inventory of different schools’ and kindergartens’ 
outdoor environments and one conclusion presented in a conversation with the person 
responsible for the inventory was that many of the playgrounds have too much asphalt 
and too little vegetation. They are lacking a “wild zone” where the vegetation is a part 
of the playground to support the children’s curiosity. In my opinion the lesson learned 
from this inventory should have influenced the location of the new school to provide the 
children with a qualitative outdoor environment. Instead the municipality has decided 
that the school will be located on a site where all the buildings will be demolished leaving 
a flat and empty plot next to a trafficked road as the starting point for the school. 

Of course it is not impossible to create a qualitative school yard there, but I believe that 
there is a better option. The site with the old school buildings is located high up next to 
the forest. The landscape is a hilly area filled with natural elements adding more qualities 
to the school yard than a flat asphalt surface. The site is of course a precious piece of land 
in the neighbourhood that easily could be sold as plots for housing but instead of selling 
it to the highest bidder I think the children deserve to be prioritized and given the best 
place for learning. 
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When planning for a new school I, in contradiction to the municipality, do not see the 
accessibility with car as a prioritized criteria for the site. To promote parents to drive 
their children to and from school, is far from sustainable development. In Sweden the 
transport sector is the biggest source of greenhouse gas emissions and private cars stands 
for the biggest part (Ekonomifakta, 2016). If we want the children to become conscientious 
citizens caring for the environment we should not favour a behaviour that will result in 
car dependency, instead we need to make it easier for the children to go to school by foot 
or bike. 

Every third year the Swedish Transport Administration makes an investigation about 
children’s school routes in Sweden. The last report shows that the number of children 
walking or biking to school has decreased at the same time as the number of children 
going by car has increased (Trafikverket, 2012). 

The three main reasons why parents are driving the children to school is that it is 
considered more practical for the family, that it is dangerous traffic or that the school 
is too far away (Trafikverket, 2012). One issue with parents driving their children to 
school is that when the traffic increases the traffic safety around the school decreases and 
results in more parents driving their children to school because of the dangerous traffic. 
(Trafikverket, 2014). 
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In a city like Skellefteå where the distances are relatively short we have a great possibility 
of using sustainable modes of transport to and from school. Walking or biking is not only 
good for the environment it is also beneficial in many ways for the children. 

Advantages with leaving the car (Trafikverket, 2004): 
◦ Physical activity is good for well-being.
◦ The children become more alert and concentrated which has an effect on the  
   learning. 
◦ The children become more independent and confident in the traffic. 
◦ Less fuel cost less money. 
◦ Less cars is a safer environment. 
◦ Less cars means less noise. 
◦ Less cars creates a healthier air. The emissions of hydrocarbons, nitrogen   
   oxides and particles contributes to the development of allergies and increases  
   the risk of cancer.
◦ Reduces the environmental impacts.
◦ Has an impact on children’s attitude to using cars. 90% of our movement   
   patterns are learned before the age of 13. By walking or biking to school the  
   children will develop good habits for the future.
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The program, defining what kind of spaces and the amount of spaces the school needs, 
relates to several factors: the school concept, the syllabi, the time schedule, the number of 
students and the existing resources for learning.

SCHOOL CONCEPT - I have already introduced the concept of learning units 
consisting of spaces for storytelling, interaction, reflection and real-life application. I 
believe that the idea of different learning situations that are important for all learners will 
continue to be useful in the future, the content of learning on the other hand will keep 
on changing as our society develop. To be able to adjust to future changes the program 
needs a certain degree of flexibility. 

A learning unit can be seen as the permanent framework for learning, complemented 
with a toolbox where the tools can be replaced as the need changes. The toolbox provides 
material and equipment that is needed to integrate the different subjects in the projects. 
In this way, learning units can be adjusted for different ages and change incrementally. 
Six year olds do not have the same needs as teenagers, nor is the content of year one the 
same as in year 9.

PROGRAM



Figure 11: Proposal for new time schedule divided into different 
stages of compulsory school (Skolverket, 2014b).

CURRENT TIME SCHEDULE

Year 1-3 Year 4-6 Year 7-9 Total Year 1-9

SUBJECT (hours) (hours) (hours) (hours) (hours)

Art 50 80 100 230 230

English 60 220 200 480 480

Home & consumer studies 36 82 118 118

Physical education & health 170 210 220 600 500

Mathematics 420 410 400 1230 1020

Modern language 48 272 320 320

Music 70 80 80 230 230

Natural science & technology 190 258 800 800

Biology 88

Physics 88

Chemistry 88

Technology 88

Social science subjects 200 333 885 885

Geography 88

History 88

Religion 88

Civics 88

Crafts 50 140 140 330 330

Swedish 680 520 290 1490 1490

Student selection 282 382

Guaranteed amount of hours 1890 2335 2488 6995 6785

PROPOSAL FROM THE SWEDISH NATIONAL AGENCY 
FOR EDUCATION 
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SYLLABI AND TIME SCHEDULE - The syllabi in the curriculum describe the aim 
of the subjects and how the core content should be covered in each stage of the education. 
As a complement to the curriculum there is a time schedule showing how to distribute 
the hours between the different subjects during compulsory education. The time schedule 
is a national guideline to make sure that education is equal within the country. The 
current time schedule shows how the hours should be distributed between subjects but it 
does not give any indication for how the hours should be divided between the different 
years. This has caused problems for students that change from one school to another 
during their education. To assure that every student receives the same education, the 
Swedish National Agency for Education has, on a governmental commission, developed 
a proposal for a time schedule divided into three stages of compulsory school, illustrated 
in Figure 11, (Skolverket, 2014b). Other changes in the proposed time schedule are more 
hours for mathematics and physical education and health, reduced hours for student 
selection and an increased total amount of hours during compulsory school. 



YEAR 1-3

Subjects 
integrated in the 
toolbox

 Subjects that 
requires special 
equipment

In year 1-3 the main focus is on learning to read, 
write and count and several subjects includes 
content that would benefit from using the outdoor 
environment actively in the education.

YEAR 4-6
The main subjects in year 4-6 is still Swedish and 
Mathematics but with an increasing focus on 
English, Social science subjects and Natural science 
subjects.

YEAR 7-9
In year 7-9 there is less hours in Swedish while 
Social science subjects and Natural science subjects 
are more prominent. From year 7 all students in 
Skellefteå are able to borrow a personal computer to 
support their studies.

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9

SUBJECT (min/week) (min/week) (min/week) (min/week) (min/week) (min/week) (min/week) (min/week) (min/week)

Art 20 20 40 40 40 50 60 60 60

English 40 40 60 100 110 100 120 120 120

Mathematics 200 200 240 220 (280) 220 (280) 160 (220) 160 (220) 160 (220) 160 (220)

Modern language 120 140 140 140

Natural science & technology 80 80 140 140 160 160 190 200 200

Social science subjects 100 100 160 160 160 180 210 210 210

Swedish 390 400 320 320 320 190 190 190 190

Home & consumer studies 50 50 50 50

Physical education & health 80 (100) 80 (100) 90 (110) 90 (110) 90 (110) 110 (130) 110 (130) 110 (130) 100 (120)

Music 40 40 50 50 50 40 40 40 40

Crafts 80 80 80 80 80 80 80

Figure 12: Time schedule 
in Skellefteå.
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Based on the national guidelines every municipality makes their own time schedule 
showing how many minutes every subject should be given every week in the different 
years. I have developed the programme for the new school in line with Skellefteå’s time 
schedule together with the proposed changes with more time for math and physical 
education and health, as illustrated in figure 12.

In PBL, different subjects are combined into one project and when planning the projects 
the teachers use both the syllabi and the time schedule to make sure that all core content 
is covered and that the students receive the guaranteed amount of hours of education. To 
make this possible the new school needs to provide spaces suitable for projects deriving 
from the core content of the different stages of education. 

I have divided the subjects into two categories: 
◦ Subjects integrated in the toolbox. 
◦ Subjects that requires special equipment. 

To integrate the core content described in the syllabi all toolboxes will contain:
◦ Books, newspapers and magazines directed towards the specific age.
◦ Materials and tools for drawing and making models.
◦ Technical equipment.
◦ Tools and materials to support science studies for the specific age.  
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7 learning units with 88 students/unit
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?

7-9: 
4 learning units with 96 students/unit
8 teachers/unit - 12 students/teacher
16 classes - 384 students - 32 teachers

FULL CAPACITY F-9: 
11 learning units - 44 classes
1000 students - 88 teachers
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NUMBER OF STUDENTS - To make a school for 1000 students is something 
very unusual, not only in Skellefteå but in all of Sweden. Only 0.9% of the children in 
Sweden go to schools with more than 1000 students (Skolverket, 2014/15). With the aim of 
creating a new school concept, it is important to be consistent to have greater impact and 
therefore I have chosen to follow the municipality’s plans for a school with up to 1000 
students. If I would have excluded Kanalskolan and only focused on children in the ages 
6-11 the children would have ended up in traditional classrooms when they turn 12 and 
the concept would not be as powerful. 

Kanalskolan are currently teaching year 6-9, but since the curriculum from 2011 divides 
the learning outcomes for compulsory school into three stages, year F-3, year 4-6 and 
year 7-9, I have decided to adapt the new organisation in my proposal. This means that 
students living in Bergsbyn will study there until they finished year 6.

I have divided the students into teams that share one learning unit. From preschool class 
to year 6, 88 students, divided into four classes, share one learning unit and in year 7-9 
four classes with a maximum of 96 students share one unit. In total the school will have 
eleven learning units. 

In addition to the learning units the students need access to spaces for the subjects that 
requires special equipment. The number of students combined with the time schedule 
gives an indication for the amount of spaces required for these subjects. 
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NETWORK - Most people can agree that learning is something that can happen 
anywhere but still we develop our education based on the idea that learning only can 
occur in a specific building that we call school. What if the school can take advantage of 
the existing resources for learning in the surroundings and create a network of learning 
contexts and learning partners. In close proximity from the site there are three main areas 
with existing facilities that can be integrated in the network.

Mullberget: Next to the mountain Mullberget is a building housing a municipal culture 
school, a cultural organization and a dance association. The building has numerous 
rehearsal studios, a recording studio, several larger spaces for music classes and two 
dance studios. The municipality believes that every child has the right to culture in school 
time and special pedagogues from the culture school visit all the schools with year F-5 
focusing on one theme for each year, for example dance, music, literature, drama, art or 
media. The culture school also offers optional classes to give the children a possibility to 
focus on their interest within culture.

Norrvalla & Eddahallen: Close to Mullberget are also two big sport facilities. Norrvalla 
is a sport arena with outdoor and indoor soccer pitches, an ice rink during winter and 
outdoor track and field facilities. Eddahallen is the city’s bath house that also contains 
a full size sport hall connected to a smaller practice hall, a table tennis hall and gym 
facilities. Currently Kanalskolan is using both Norrvalla and Eddahallen to some extent 
for physical education. 

Skogsvallen: A sport facility with three soccer pitches, two outdoors and one in a tent 
structure. During winter there is also an ice rink.

Right now there is an organization in the city that is trying to start up a makerspace. A 
makerspace is a place where people get together, share material and tools, experiment and 
makes things. They are now looking for a space that can facilitate the new Makerspace. 
By retrofitting some of the existing workshops at the technical service that soon will be 
empty it can become a part of the new learning network providing the students but also 
the community with a place to make and repair things.
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By creating a network that links the school to these already existing facilities the need 
of new constructions can be reduced at the same time as the existing resources can be 
used more efficiently. The network will support everyday learning and together with 
businesses, joining the network as experts, and outdoor spaces in the area, functioning 
as educational environments, learning will be extended outside of school giving the 
children real-world connections. 

BLURRED BORDERS - The concept of blurred borders works in two directions, 
bringing the children out of school and inviting the community into the school. 
Considering that only 16.3% of the hours every year are used hours in a school, there is  
great potential to make better use of the resources. 

Since we live in a time of rapid change, learning does not end when we graduate, instead 
we continuously absorb new information and develop new competences. To support 
life-long learning the school can be used as a shared resource for the whole community. 
People can come to the school for lectures, classes, workshops and other events bringing 
people together to share knowledge and develop competences. Except for the students’ 
workshops and the teacher offices, all spaces will be considered as shared resources.

Currently there are around 600 children that will study at the new school, dimensioned 
for up to 1000 students. This means that the school will be over dimensioned at least 
in the first years, and as the demography changes from time to time the school risks 
having periods with unused spaces. To avoid this problem, businesses can rent empty 
workshops in the units at times with less children. A learning unit is than transformed 
into a mixed unit. 

The school also needs a restaurant and instead of using this space only as a cafeteria 
serving lunch to the children a couple of hours a day, five days a week, it can work as a 
public space for gathering, dining and socializing. By combining the restaurant with two 
multi halls the community is provided with a shared living and dining room, functioning 
as the centre in the concept “The school as a city”.
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By blurring the borders of the school and creating a local centre for life-long learning and 
social interaction, the facility will be used to a higher extent and the students get a more 
frequent contact with adults and experts creating safety and real-world connections. 

After integrating the school in the network and blurring the borders of the school the 
program can be revised and optimized. The final program is divided into four main 
elements:

LEARNING UNITS F-3    3200 m2

 4 units à 800m2 with a capacity of 
 352 students and 32 teachers

LEARNING UNITS 4-6     2400 m2

 3 units à 800m2 with a capacity of 
 264 students and 24 teachers

LEARNING UNITS 7-9    3200 m2

 4 units à 800m2 with a capacity of 
 384 students and 32 teachers

CITY CENTRE
 Staff area    266 m2

 Principle office   12 m2

 Administration    50 m2

 School nurse    50 m2

 School counsellor   12 m2

 Career counsellor   12 m2

 Janitor    30 m2

 Dining room    100 m2

 Restaurant    500 m2

 250 seats 

 Kitchen    380 m2

 Catering kitchen and café   250 m2

 Home economic kitchens   130 m2

 Multi halls    1080 m2

 Large hall    700 m2

 Small hall    160 m2

 4 changing rooms à 50 m2   200 m2

 Storage    40 m2

 Toilets    50 m2

TOTAL: 
ca. 11 050m2
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P

P

The connections to the different parts of the network intersects on the site for the new 
school and is used as the starting point for the urban strategy. The city centre in the 
school is located in the northwest corner of the intersection and the three areas with 
learning units are placed in relation to the centre and the direction of the paths. New 
areas for housing are proposed both in relation to the school and at the site where the 
technical service currently is housed. 

To promote walking and biking, the urban strategy includes an infrastructure of safe 
school routes within Morön with connections to the surrounding neighbourhoods. Morön 
is framed by Torsgatan in the north, the heavy trafficked Järnvägsleden in the south and 
Östra leden in the east. Children living in the surrounding neighbourhoods reaches 
Morön through tunnels or zebra crossings and since Torsgatan only can be crossed by 
the zebra crossings the speed limit needs to be lowered to 50 km/h to improve the safety. 
Due to the far distance between Bergsbyn and Morön children living in Bergsbyn will 
continue to go to school by buss and the closest bus stops are located at Torsgatan. 

To encourage sustainable ways of travelling and to create a child-friendly zone 
surrounding the school, parking will only be available in specified locations further away 
from the school. This gives the children that for some reason needs to come to school 
by car a chance to walk the last part safely on their own. Exceptions will only be made 
for people with disabilities and for deliveries. The two proposed areas for parking are 
located next to the main infrastructure in the area and in connection to the network.

URBAN STRATEGY



3,5 m 7 m 1,5 m

12 m

Morögatan, Floravägen and Hedgatan will be provided 
with a wider sidewalk for pedestrians and bicyclists. 
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To create safe school routes within Morön some of the streets will be provided with a 
wider sidewalk for pedestrian and bicyclists. The strategy also includes a short cut on the 
south side of Getberget, connecting the school with the bike and pedestrian path leading 
to Mullberget, Norrvalla and Eddahallen. 

Several municipalities have tried the concept of walking school busses. This means that 
parents take turns and pick up the children in the neighbourhood along a common route 
to accompany them to and from school. A common reaction is that it seems difficult and 
time consuming, but it is rather the opposite (Strid, 2009). If five families are walking 
together each family are responsible one day a week which saves a lot of time the other 
days. It is also important to point out all the benefits for the children that comes with 
walking to school instead of going by car, as described in the chapter Site. For the older 
children it is also possible to organize biking school busses. 
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The site for the new school extends beyond the old building currently under demolition 
and includes existing outdoor environments, the neighbourhood playground and two 
preschools that soon will be closed. The preschool in the east is built during the 1990’s and 
can be retrofitted while the other preschool has served its purpose and can be demolished 
to make place for new developments. The south facing playground in front of the old 
preschool can be preserved and connected with the neighbourhood playground which 
together can be developed into a large area for outdoor play. 

I have also defined two areas with valuable nature that will be kept to create conditions 
for a diverse and natural outdoor environment connected to the school. The site is 
surrounded by a diversity of buildings with eight storey high apartment buildings in the 
west and low row houses in the north. 

SITE STRATEGY
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The city centre in the school is located by the intersection of the network infrastructure 
and the learning units are placed in three areas close to the centre. The youngest children 
in year F-3 have direct contact to the large playground, year 4-6 are located next to the 
preserved natural landscape and the teenagers in year 7-9 are placed in relation to the 
network infrastructure and the surrounding housings. With this composition the school 
yard is divided into three zones for the different ages and and the city centre is easily 
accessible for the public. The connection to the forest is strengthened with proper bike 
and pedestrian paths in east-west direction and the forest can be used as an educational 
environment for the whole school.  

From the exterior, each learning unit can be recognized as one volume. The concept 
of learning units is a flexible system where the units are connected through a joining 
volume that can be modified to angle the volumes according to the conditions on the site. 
This system also makes it easy to add more units in the future. The city centre follows the 
same logic and is broken down into four volumes with similar proportions as the units. 
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The design proposal is developed from the design concept, “The school as a city”, and 
consists of three main design elements: buildings, streets and squares. This concept can 
be identified both in the exterior and in the interior. The site plan shows how the streets 
from the neighbourhood network intersects on the site and how a square is created in 
front of the main entrance to the city centre. The units are placed along the streets like 
houses in a neighbourhood and the joining volumes functions as entrances to the learning 
units from the streets. All units can also be accessed from each of the school yards making 
it easy to move between the indoor and outdoor learning environments. With the cold 
northern climate all entrances are designed as vestibules to reduce the amount of cold air 
entering the building. The entrances to the school yards and the main entrance to the city 
centre has vestibules that can be seen as buffer zones that has the advantages of reducing 
the heat losses at the same time as the space can be used as an extended interior. 

The streets in this city are only for pedestrian and bicyclists and the two parking lots 
close to the main entrance are reserved for people with disabilities. Instead the streets are 
linked to areas with bicycle parking in front of the buildings. 

DESIGN PROPOSAL

P

P



The path from the playground 
leadning to the main entrance.



The preserved natural landscape 
in front of the learning units for 
year 4-6.
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LEARNING UNITS - The learning units are designed to be flexible and adaptable 
for different ages as well as for future needs. As previously described each unit includes 
spaces for the four learning situations functioning as the permanent framework for 
learning, complemented with a shared toolbox with adjustable content. All units have 
the same composition with two floors for interaction (watering holes) and real-life 
application (workshops) and an attic for the more screened of activities as storytelling 
(campfires) and reflection (caves). 

All units have two sides with exterior connections and two sides with internal connections. 
Workshops and offices are placed towards the exterior to get natural daylight while the 
shared toolbox divides the space internally and creates neighbourhood squares in front 
of the workshops. All workshops includes a cloakroom for personal belongings and have 
access to the outdoor environment through the buffer zone. This makes it easy to extend 
the activity outdoors to the surroundings as well as indoors to the neighbourhood square.  

To add flexibility also within the unit the design follows a grid structure that allows for 
future rearrangements. As previously described, a workshop can be transformed into a 
smaller office that can be rented out to businesses at times with less students. The grid 
structure is also creating the potential to merge two workshops into one larger. 
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CITY CENTER -When entering the city centre through the main entrance you pass 
through a bigger buffer zone that can be used as a winter garden and as an extension of the 
restaurant. The ground floor includes a restaurant, the smaller multi hall, two changing 
rooms and staff facilities, organized according to the design concept with buildings, 
streets and squares. The main square is one of several dining areas and is located in 
between the multi hall and the wide stair leading up to the first floor. This composition 
makes it possible to open up the multi hall and use it as a stage for performances with the 
audience sitting in the square and in the stair. 

The large multi hall is located on the second floor together with two more changing 
rooms and connections to the skywalks leading to the three areas with learning units. 
One of the volumes also has an attic including an auditorium and study spaces with 
views down towards the main square. 

The main material for the design proposal is wood. Skellefteå has a long tradition of 
building in wood and in 2014 the city council approved a wood building strategy. 
This means that all the projects financed by the municipality should use wood or other 
renewable materials when it is technically and economically possible. Wood has the 
capacity to store CO2 during the growth and since the material is locally available, using 
wood as the main material in the project can contribute to reducing the environmental 
and support the development of wood industry in the region. 
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What will schools be like in the future? What will be considered relevant competences 
and how are these learned? Questions like these can not be answered but we can be 
relatively sure that schools will not be what they used to be and teaching in the future 
schools will not be the same as teaching has been in traditional classrooms. PBL may 
seem to be the right way of teaching for the moment, but as our society develop it will be 
replaced by other ways of learning. 

To introduce a new school concept is not a small operation and is of course followed 
by several challenges. For example, how should the projects be assessed and translated 
into individual grades and how can already practicing teachers adopt the new way of 
teaching? Rethinking schools is also highly political and includes actions on different 
levels. Is it possible to redesign schools on a grass root level or will it have to start from 
a national directive? 

The topic of schools is something that almost everyone can relate to and many have 
opinions about and this has made it a very interesting topic to explore for my Master’s 
Thesis. The picture of what a school is is deeply rooted in us which sometimes makes it 
difficult to question if this is the way our schools should work. The classroom is a symbol 
for learning that has started to be questioned but there are many other structures and 
ideas within schools that needs to be challenged. Is the year of birth the most beneficial 
way of grouping students? Is 25 students the perfect size of a class? Should learning be 
divided into different subjects or can schools become more interdisciplinary? 

DISCUSSION
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DISCUSSION

Our society is becoming more and more digitalized, something schools certainly have to 
relate to. The level of digital competence will be very important in the future and schools 
have to take their responsibility to prepare the students for a digital world. What I think 
is an even more interesting and challenging question is how the schools can develop 
their education by using digital tools. As internet has brought us an unlimited amount 
of information that can be accessible at any time, the role of the teacher has the potential 
to change. When providing facts no longer needs to be the main element in education 
teachers can focus on supporting the students in how they can make use of information 
and take their learning to a higher level. Since information has become more accessible 
it is also easier to spread information and share your ideas to a wider audience. We 
experience a very rapid flow of information and schools can be part of this flow, linking 
people, interests and knowledge. Maybe schools in the future will be something like a 
curator of learning, giving the direction and raising the questions.  
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As described in part one, the schools in Sweden are facing several challenges. The 
deteriorating school results are a widely discussed topic that together with the worrying 
tendencies within student health, the comprehensive lack of teachers and the neglected 
school environments, asks for solutions. All of these challenges are well interconnected. 
If the students are squeezed into modules far from suitable learning environments we 
cannot expect them to score excellent on all tests and if the results keep on getting worse 
it is not a coincidence that the students are feeling more stressed about the school work. 

On top of these challenges, there is a gap between what is taught in school and what is 
relevant in the real world. The society has changed but schools are still function in the 
fairly same way as 100 years ago with the teacher in the front of the classroom teaching 
the students right and wrong. The focus has remained on providing information for the 
students to gain knowledge while the labour market now asks for people who are creative 
and can work in teams. With this background I believe we have to rethink education. 

In part two I presented a new school concept consisting of an educational model and 
a design concept. The educational model is based on project-based learning where the 
students develop basic competences at the same time as they practice skills like creativity, 
critical thinking, communication and collaboration. To create a learning experience closer 
to the reality schools should be connected to a network of learning partners and learning 
contexts. By acknowledging that learning is something that can happen anywhere and 
that learning is a life-long process schools can be transformed into a local centre for 
learning, open for the whole community and connected to a wider network. With the 
new educational model students will develop important competences for their future life. 

SUMMARY
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SUMMARY

As a complement to the educational model part two also investigated the learning 
environments and was put together into a design concept. The case study of David 
Thornburg presented four learning environments that are important for all learners, 
but as information now can be found anywhere there is a need to reconsider what kind 
of learning environments a school should provide. Instead of having one classroom 
for each class, I developed a concept of learning units consisting of shared spaces for 
storytelling, interaction, reflection and real life applications. The learning units work as 
neighbourhoods in the concept “the school as a city” where volumes are organized along 
streets and squares creating a shared living room in the community. 

To further explore the school concept, the ideas were applied on an ongoing development 
in my hometown Skellefteå. In part three I presented a proposal for a new school 
replacing Getbergsskolan that was closed in 2014 due to indoor environmental issues 
with moisture. The new school is designed for up to 1000 students and creates a network 
together with the existing learning possibilities in the surroundings. 

The proposal is based on the concept “The school as a city” and the core of the school 
is the city centre which includes a restaurant, kitchens, multi halls and staff facilities. 
The learning units are grouped into three areas on the site and divides the school yard 
into three zones for the different ages. All units consists of spaces for the four learning 
situations and are supported with a toolbox containing tools and materials for the specific 
age. The concept of learning units is a flexible system that easily can expand and since 
the design follows a grid structure the buildings are easy to modify and adapt according 
to future needs. 
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The school is no longer a school where students go only to absorb information and basic 
knowledge. In this school students develop important competences for the future and 
learn how to use their knowledge. The school is no longer only for children in a certain 
age, during certain hours, instead the community is provided with a local centre for life-
long learning. This school do not limit learning to the walls of the classrooms, instead the 
borders are blurred and the school make use of the existing learning possibilities in the 
surroundings. This is a school that wants to use the city and its inhabitants as a resource 
to educate and prepare the students to live and act in the future society. 

Finishing this Masters’s thesis I would like to go back to what triggered my interest 
in school environments. In 2014 Getbergsskolan in Skellefteå was closed since it was 
considered to be a health danger, and the students were moved into temporary modules. 
When looking deeper into this topic I found that this school was far from the only school 
building that had been neglected to such a degree that the environment caused health 
problems.  Education is one of the most important functions in our society and key for 
sustainable development, but still the school environments are neglected and far from 
expressing the value of education. I have called my project rethinking schools and I 
believe that we need to rethink how we value our school environments and see that we 
have a possibility to investment in the future.  
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