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In the course of 2008, the Flemish Agency for Infrastructure in Education (AGIOn) evaluated the quality 
of school buildings in Flanders using a monitoring system based on international experience. The 
results showed that most school buildings satisfy the basic requirements of habitability and safety, but 
they often fall short when it comes to the new pedagogical and social challenges of the 21st century.

New chALLeNGes fOr schOOL BuILdING IN fLANders
In recent years, large-scale investment operations in school buildings have been mounted in many 
countries, like the Design-Build-Finance-Maintain (DBFM) project in the Flanders region of Belgium, 
which provides for building and renovating more than 200 schools via Private Finance Initiatives (PFI). 
These investment initiatives have breathed new life into the debate on how schools should be built, 
and frequently result in a new vision of school buildings for the 21st century.

© Elke Lannoo

More demands are made on today’s school buildings than in the past. Developments in education 
and society – such as needs related to sustainability and environmental friendliness, information 
and communication technologies (ICT) in the classroom, school use by the community, inclusive 
education or changing pedagogical methods – have led to new ideas about what is considered a good 
contemporary school building.

A typical country school in Flanders  
with a stone-paved playground
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AGIOn, the agency that subsidises Flemish school buildings, has formulated some basic principles 
for quality school buildings in Flanders and set them out in strategic policy objectives. Contemporary 
school buildings should, first of all, be functional and sustainable. They should be safe, comfortable, 
easy to maintain and easily accessible. They should support the school’s pedagogical project, provide 
a stimulating learning environment and be suitable for flexible and multifunctional use. In addition, 
they should be sustainable in various ways: they should have an open relationship with the surrounding 
community, they should have lasting architectural value, they should be economically sustainable, with 
a good cost-return ratio for construction and management and, finally, they should be environmentally 
friendly in terms of building materials, energy and water consumption.

A school building monitoring system was designed to check the extent to which schools in Flanders 
meet these standards and their corresponding policy objectives.

The deveLOpmeNT Of The mONITOrING sysTem

To successfully evaluate policy requires an assessment instrument which follows the logic of the 
management and policy cycle and is made up of a number of basic components in a cyclical sequence. 
The policy cycle shows that within a larger educational and societal context, policy formulates a number 
of goals to aim for regarding school buildings and provides the inputs (e.g. investment budgets, human 
resources, norms and regulations) necessary to meet them. The agency can then carry out a number 
of processes (e.g. file handling, PFI-supervision, providing design and planning support) generating 
outputs (e.g. subsidies granted to schools, PFI investments, design and planning advice), which should, 
in the end, lead to desired outcomes in the schools – in this case achieving better quality in school 
buildings. (See Figure 1.)

In the framework of its policy evaluation, AGIOn was mainly interested in the outputs that have been 
produced and the effects of policy (indicated in the green box in Figure 1). To measure these outputs 
and effects, the agency created a monitoring system, by which indicators are used to describe the 
effectiveness of policy. These indicators require systematic and recurrent data collection.

Improvised ICT corner in a classroom
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To ensure that the right indicators were selected to assess the quality of school buildings, the notion of 
quality, as it exists in Flemish school building policy, was tested from four perspectives, namely:

(1) general ideas on the architectural quality of buildings emerging from scientific and governmental 
publications about architectural quality and Post Occupancy Evaluations;

(2) recent opinions on good school architecture from international think tanks and organisations such as 
the American DesignShare or the British Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment;

(3) current work on quality in school buildings by the OECD Centre for Effective Learning Environments 
(CELE), especially the “Evaluating Quality in Educational Spaces” project (see CELE Organising Framework 
on Evaluating Quality in Educational Spaces at www.oecd.org/edu/facilities/evaluatingquality;

(4) criteria used in existing surveys and evaluation instruments to assess the quality of school buildings. 
Over 30 evaluation scales and questionnaires were examined, from which a common set of descriptive 
and quality indicators were selected.

This review produced a useful list of quality indicators. Some relate to the habitability, safety and 
hygiene of school buildings – the basic requirements that school buildings must meet for teaching to be 
carried out under acceptable conditions. Other indicators include criteria linked to the new 21st century 
challenges facing school buildings in terms of sustainability, the changing social role of schools, and 
recent evolutions in pedagogy and teaching methods.

The statistics used for the indicators were collected from all the schools in Flanders via an online survey 
carried out early in 2008. In the survey, schools were asked to assess their building using a large number 

Figure 1 The pol icy cycle
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of criteria relating to diverse aspects of quality including, of course, recent 21st century challenges. In 
addition to the quality of the buildings, attention was given to more descriptive information, such as 
building management and the age and surface area of the school buildings. Usable information on 
3 618 school sites, i.e. some 60% of the total, was collected.

resuLTs frOm The schOOL BuILdING survey
The survey’s most important finding is that the quality of the majority of Flemish school buildings is 
adequate in terms of basic conditions of comfort, the state and safety; thus pupils and teachers are 
offered a certain basic quality as far as educational accommodation is concerned. But AGIOn also 
found that a minority of school buildings, 7% of the total, do not meet these basic standards. The most 
urgent problems therefore reside in this group.

When it comes to quality aspects associated with 21st century challenges for school infrastructure, 
however, school buildings are far more often deficient. Twenty-six percent clearly cannot offer these new 
conditions, while only 21% definitely can. Some figures from the survey illustrate this (see Figure 2).

12%

19%

19%

22%

29%

30%

30%

31%

32%

34%

36%

42%

42%

48%

49%

49%

51%

51%

53%

53%

62%

70 60 50 40 30 20 10 0 %

The school building has a clear spatial structure where it is easy to find one’s way around

In as far as possible the classrooms open onto a (green) outside area

The building is made of sustainable materials 

The school building provides a stimulating environment for learning and working

The school building has an open relationship with its outdoor environment 

The school building is a welcoming place where users are comfortable and feel they belong

The school building provides well-integrated ICT and easy access to various sources for research

There are ample natural elements on the grounds (grass, trees, etc.) 

The school building provides sufficient support for the school’s pedagogical project 

The design of the school building represents the institution’s values in a meaningful way 

It is possible to open the school building easily and safely outside class time

Access to the school building is well protected

The school building provides for art and artistic expression

The school building is adequately accessible to people with disabilities

There are adequate work and meeting spaces for staff 

The classrooms are sufficiently flexibly and multifunctional

The school building is well protected against break-ins

There is energy-saving heating, lighting and ventilation

The school building has cultural/historical value

There is an opportunity both for privacy and for meeting with others in an informal space

The architectural and natural elements in and around the school building have didactic value

Quality criteria

Figure 2 ResulTs of school building suRvey in flandeRs 
% of school locations where the criteria have been largely or completely achieved
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Concerning the building size, the survey found that, on average, there is a shortage of educational space 
in Flanders. At 32% of the sites, the school buildings are judged too small. Besides a lack of traditional 
classrooms, more support areas are needed, such as libraries or multi-media centres, relaxation spaces, 
staff rooms and multifunctional halls. The lack of space is most marked in the Brussels-Capital Region.

Gymnasium

Classroom

AGIOn discovered that the problem of school buildings exists to a greater or lesser extent in all 
Flanders’ educational networks and at all levels of education. While 21% of school buildings were 
evaluated as inadequately usable, 53% are adequately usable. The differences in quality and the 
problems linked to them are, in fact, related to the problem of poverty. School buildings located in 
poor, often inner-city, neighbourhoods were generally assessed as worse than the school buildings 
located in richer areas.
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Besides the quality of the buildings themselves, the survey addressed the process of realising new 
school building projects. It showed that school boards are generally given sufficient opportunities to 
participate in new building projects. In addition, in most cases there was provision for a well thought 
out building programme to be drawn up beforehand. Most school boards also received the advice they 
needed with regard to planning, design and financial matters. The opportunity to evaluate the project 
at fixed intervals and to fine-tune it was provided in most cases as well. Two conditions were met to a 
far lesser extent: for only 51% of new building or renovation projects, a procedure to select architects 
took place and, in general, there were limited opportunities for teachers, pupils, cleaning staff, parents 
and local residents to participate in the planning of the building.

Regarding the management of the buildings, the survey results showed that most schools have a 
prevention plan or a policy note on health, safety and the environment. However, a master plan setting 
out a school’s long-term policy on infrastructure was available at only 42% of the sites. Gas is the most 
commonly used source of energy for heating Flemish school buildings (used at 74% of the sites), but 
fuel oil is still used as the energy source for heating at 42% of the sites. Alternative, environmentally 
friendly energy sources are very rarely used for heating buildings.

Findings on the use of school buildings were positive: rooms are empty on only 14% of the sites. In 
most cases, these are small parts of the building and the reason for them standing empty is often the 
fact that the rooms are no longer suitable for teaching. The buildings and classrooms at 59% of the sites 
are also used outside of normal school hours; this extracurricular use is to a large extent linked to the 
buildings’ capacity to be made accessible in an easy and safe manner. In most cases, extracurricular 
use of school buildings occurs on a regular basis.

“Container” classes or 
pavilions are placed 
at many school sites 
to solve temporary 
shortages of space,  
but often remain in 
use for longer than 
initially planned.
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cONcLusION
After many years of underinvestment and a policy aimed mainly at alleviating the greatest need, Flanders 
is now faced with the important challenge of increasing its stock of good quality school buildings. 
Recent initiatives, like an increase in the regular budgets for school building, the DBFM project or extra 
investments in rational energy use, are already a step in the right direction. But the survey shows that 
the need for quality buildings and additional financial resources still remains considerable in Flanders. 
This requires a sustained investment policy whose leitmotif is quality, innovation, and sound planning 
and design support for the schools.

For more information, contact:
Geert Leemans
AGIOn (Flemish Agency for Infrastructure in Education)
Koningsstraat 94
1000 Brussels
Belgium
E-mail: Geert.leemans@agion.be
www.agion.be

School building with temporary 
container classrooms
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