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De Focussschool in Haarlem, designed
by Liesbeth van der Pol.
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Building schools in The Netherlands in 2012
Changing times require new solutions
Primary Education and
Building Policy in The
Netherlands

children. And vice versa; a narrowly
measured space will feel oppressive
and stuffy.

How do we create good school
buildings in The Netherlands?

In The Netherlands, state
intervention, with regard to
school buildings, is based on the
conviction that good education
is the foundation of our society.
This intervention is also rooted in
the realisation that government is
responsible for the health of pupils,
who are at school because of
compulsory education. That’s why
rules are made by the state as well

As well as good educational and
pedagogical support, a healthy and
safe interior environment are a first
requirement. Spatial quality has an
essential influence on these. Well
designed and maintained schools
can have a positive effect on the
physical as well as emotional state of
28

as by the council and why they make
funding available, which lays the
foundation for school administrations
to create school buildings for the
desired education processes.
In The Netherlands there are around
7000 school buildings for primary
education. Per year there are around
1000 primary schools that, in some
shape or form, have to build or
renovate their properties. In 10 to
20 per cent of cases these would be
new builds; in all other cases it would
be small or large scale renovations.
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Liesbeth van der Pol is a Dutch architect with international recognition and a frequent
guest lecturer at various European universities and design academies, was appointed Chief
Government Architect of the Netherlands from July 2008 until July 2011.
For nearly 170 years, the role of the Chief Government Architect was to act as
lead designer for all government buildings.
In the 1990s, however, the role shifted from designing buildings to advising the
government on architectural policy and stimulating the quality of architecture
in the Netherlands. In carrying out this task, the Chief Government Architect
assumes an independent position.
During her tenure as Chief Government Architect, Liesbeth van der Pol focused
on the contribution buildings can make towards the improvement of their
surroundings and neighbourhoods. She also made a point of raising awareness
of the importance of well designed school buildings. As an architect she has
designed numerous schools and is considered an expert in this field.
Van der Pol designed, among
others, a primary school for Focus in
Haarlem (2005) and Community School De
Kikker in Amsterdam in 2006.

Liesbeth van der Pol, previously
Chief Government Architect of
The Netherlands, offers a fresh
perspective to designing schools
and detailed insight into the
processes and thinking in her
home country.
Many schools from the 1960s, 1970s
and 1980s are in need of renovation
– often, in relation to new and other
(education related) functionality.
What we now call ‘Brede Scholen’ in
The Netherlands, are schools with a
broad functionality, housing various
functions and organisations. We
often see a combination of primary
education with child care or after
school clubs. Many parents need
a facility where their children can
stay the entire day (often from 7am
to 7pm). ‘De Brede School’ or ‘The
Broad School’ caters to this need.
Various ministries are involved, either
directly or indirectly, with education
and the housing of it. They don’t
interfere with the implementation:
the state remains at a distance.

Multifunctional school building, De Kikker in Osdorp,
designed by Liesbeth van der Pol.
Photo: Jan Derwig

The Home Office is responsible
for legislation and regulation that
applies to the building sector,
including new-builds, renovation and
the state of the school buildings.
To that end we have laws in The
Netherlands that apply to housing
(Woningwet).
The law is there to outline
construction and utility. When an
application for a building permit is
submitted, the main points that are
checked are: health and safety, utility,
economy, energy and environment.
This includes stipulation of usage and
demands with regard to air quality,
given the size and usage of particular
spaces.
The responsibility for education
lies with the Ministry of Education,
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Culture and Science (OCW). This
Ministry has decentralised the
housing of education to local
councils and school administrations.
The Dutch State has a system of two
financial flows: the State provides
the councils with funding for the
construction of school buildings
and maintenance of the exterior,
and a second flow of funding goes
to the administration for running
the schools, including staffing,
educational resources, maintenance
and upkeep of the interior.
Councils and school administrations
have a lot of say in how their funding
is spent. This enables schools to
provide tailored school facilities,
specifically designed for the
educational philosophy of the school
administration. ‘De Focusschool’ in
29
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Haarlem is a case in point. A small
school, which has been divided into
three separate parts to ensure that
each child has more focus and calm
during the learning.
Councils finance the housing of
education with general resources.
They receive financial means from
the state, which puts these funds in
the council pot. The height of the
contribution is determined by the
amount of inhabitants between the
age of 0 and 20. The amount can
also be used for other purposes,
such as youth care and sport, etc.
The way each council goes about
performing its task of providing
utilities differs from council to
council. This allows completely
different schools to be created,
even from one part of the council
to the next. One such example
is a school in Osdorp, a borough
of Amsterdam, which is a school
30

primarily designed for minority
groups.
School administrations receive a
yearly budget, usually a lump-sum.
The administration can decide for
itself how that budget is utilised,
which increases the autonomy and
independence of the education. The
amount is determined by the number
of pupils at a school at a given
moment (every year in October),
and also applies to primary schools.
The funding of children’s day-care or
after-school clubs is entirely separate,
often coming from private sector
organisations.
The national umbrella organisation
of Dutch councils is the VNG:
Vereniging van Nederlandse
Gemeenten. For school
administrations it is the Primair
Onderwijs Raad (Primary Education
Board). It is within these two umbrella

organisations that the State and the
education sector come together.
Although the National Government
keeps its distance, the topic of
school buildings is discussed at a
government level, particularly when
it concerns the health and safety
of children in the school buildings.
But this does not lead to changes in
funding that are of vital importance;
apparently the situation is not that
important. Unfortunately there is
not a strong political lobby in The
Netherlands for children’s interests.
The political debate is usually not
about the quality of architecture.
Nevertheless, there are a few bright
spots. The quality of buildings for
educational purposes is improving
in The Netherlands. And within the
Ministry of Education, Culture and
Science, the directorate of Culture
aims to create a good climate for
quality architecture. This particular

Building Futures: Volume 7 Issue 2 | www.dmbpublishing.co.uk/BuildingFutures

Design Perspective
The official journal of the
Education Building Development Officers Group

De Focussschool in Haarlem, designed
by Liesbeth van der Pol.
Photo: Arjen Schmitz

section of the Ministry puts together
the programme for Architecture in
collaboration with the Home Office
and the Ministry of Infrastructure and
Environment. The program for the
period 2013-2016 has recently been
released: ‘Architecture and Spatial
Design. Working on strength of
design’1.

Chief Government Architect
As Chief Government Architect I
have worked hard to put housing for
education on the political agenda.
In so doing, recommendations were
issued to the government at the
time: ‘Healthy and good, school
building in top condition’2.
This was after research, which
showed that 80 per cent of the
7000 primary schools in The
Netherlands did not have an interior
environment that was in order. As

Chief Government Architect I was
able to extend the application to
enable a deeper assessment of
the problems. The poor quality
of the interior environment had
a lot to do with other issues and
conditions. The advice that was put
together was informed by many
people from the field: architects,
school administrations, civil servants
and council leaders, corporations,
building management companies,
advisors of installation companies
and, of course, the people who work
in the classrooms – the end-users.

The Recommendations
• The program of requirements
needs to be adapted to the
needs of the day, in other
words adapted to the change
in education philosophy and
education practice. The nature,
intensity and duration of
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usage of school buildings have
changed considerably in the
recent past.
• Bring the budgets up to par
with the demands of the day;
there is a large discrepancy
between the amount of funding
for primary education and
other semi-public buildings. In
primary schools there is 3 to 6
times less budget per square
meter per user than for offices
and scientific research centres.3
• Put an end to the separated
flows of funding between
school administrations and
councils. This is not conducive
to a good balance between
building costs on one side and
running costs on the other. To
ensure sustainable and energy
efficient buildings, the money
has to come from one source.
31
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De Matrix in Hardenberg, a design by
Marlies Rohmer.

Photo: Kees Rutten

• Make sure that the standards
for ventilation in classrooms
are raised, but also for multifunctional spaces such as
hallways, which are often used
for [individual] teaching.
• The national prize awarded for
the best school design needs
to be changed; when judging,
don’t just look at the building
as a result, but also whether its
functionality, use and interior
environment actually work.
The advice is only to award the
prize to schools that have been
running for at least a year.
• Add support and
professionalism to the
commissioning process, this
is necessary because in most
cases the build or renovation of
a school is a ‘once in a lifetime’
experience.
32

• Make sure that there is a good
national knowledge centre. A
centre that doesn’t want to do
everything itself, but wants to
pass on all available knowledge
and connect people who have
the knowledge with the people
who need it. A knowledge
centre like this should set the
agenda that looks into an
overview at a national level of
the standards of budgeting for
building or renovation etc.
This recommendation, dating
back to 2009, has had a variety
of consequences. Most of the
recommendations have been taken
on board, but a few crucial points,
such as the separate flows of funding
and the size of the budgets, have not
yet been properly addressed, neither
at a political nor at an administrative
level.

A Program of Requirements
that does justice to today’s
practice
The current Chief Government
Architect is of the opinion that
a program of requirements
(Programma van Eisen) leads to an
inadequate interior environment, and
to buildings for primary education
that simply don’t meet expectations.
By making combinations with
after-school care or other localised
functions it should be possible to
create better communal spaces
(e.g. for lunch times). By bringing
the program of requirements for
the interior environment up-to-date
as well as the requirements of the
actual space, it is possible to create
improved quality.
By composing a program of
requirements for the design of a
building right at the very start of the
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design process, high expectations
with the future users are created.
They want to see their educational
philosophy and aspirations reflected
in the final design.
The program of requirements should
state clearly what that building does,
not just the interior environment, but
also spatially.
Does a program of
requirements, which is minimal
and paired down, do justice
to the school that councils and
school administrations get?
Does the school have a
stimulating and engaging
environment?
Does the building meet the
requirements of flexibility and
multiple purpose?
Schools should be able to
accommodate the compulsory
lunch times, while also being able
to accommodate sport, culture and
relaxation. To make all this possible
it is of vital importance to have a
good program of requirements
for the organisation of the space.
The expectations and ambitions of
what the school should look like,
and how it should be experienced,
inside as well as outside, should
be stipulated carefully and in great
detail. An example of a building that
meets the needs of new education,
sport and flexibility, is De Matrix in
Hardenberg, a design by Marlies
Rohmer.
It is evident that primary schools
in The Netherlands have changed
drastically in the last few decades.
Various changes in society and
education have led to a situation that
is radically different to the practice of
30 years ago. Afer all, the nature of
its use has changed:
Computers and other electronics
have become a mainstay in
education, which means that
classrooms generate extra
heat and radiation. The use of
smart-boards and white-boards
have different demands on

visibility and daylight entering
the classroom. Clearly, the
chalkboard is a thing of the past.
The intensity of use has changed:
teacher-centred learning is
alternated with working in
groups or with individual
assignments. Additionally, there
is frequent use of the spaces
outside the classrooms;
The duration of usage has
increased. Since 2007 there has
been more care to accommodate
the compulsory lunch time at
school. There is also more in the
way of after school clubs and the
like.
Trends in the physical health
of school children show that
more children than before have
respiratory problems or asthmarelated problems. Children are
still becoming taller and the
number of children with obesity
has doubled in the last 20 years;
By integrating special needs
education with regular education
there is a growing number of
children with disabilities who are
going to regular schools. There
have to be adjustments in the
space to accommodate children
in wheelchairs, to have visible
resources, to limit white noise
from electrical equipment, a lift
and rooms for remedial teaching.
All these developments have
consequences for the requirements
that our times impose on good
housing with a healthy interior
environment. A pleasant experience
of the building in all its facets is part
of that. Air, light and space are not
worn notions – they are still at the
heart of a good building. A limited
budget leads to compromising
the spatial quality and less
differentiation.
The recommendation is that the
current programes of requirement
need to be improved:
Daylight: position and
dimensions of the windows in the
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façade, skylights, patio, atrium
and in other places;
Views: out and through the
building. By creating views
within the school building, such
as transparent walls between
classrooms and hallway or a view
from the classrooms into the
atrium have a large impact on the
use and the spatial experience
of the building. They don’t just
improve the routing through
the building but also the social
interaction between users;
The shape of the space, different
levels, and differences in the
height of ceilings; differentiation
and variation can literally and
metaphorically create space and
light;
The outside space: is this
sufficiently spread out, varied and
stimulating, clean, and is there
any green in the area?
Other aspects, which should be
addressed in the program of
requirements:
Orientation: how can a building
be placed in the best position
in relation to the sun and the
prevailing wind direction?
Cohesive and integral: how
do the different spaces relate
to each other and how are they
connected; which routes can one
take through the building and
how can they be experienced in
different ways?
Flexibility: take into account
changing philosophies of
education and forms of usage,
which contribute to the life span
and the durability of the building.
The context of city planning:
is the school easily and safely
reached? What is the relationship
with the area and with other
public amenities?
Does the building embody the
ambition and identity that the
users had in mind?
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The Role of the Architect and
the Advisor
The recommendations The Chief
Government Architect puts forward
include that if all those requirements
are to be met, it is of vital importance
that an integral manner of working is
adopted from the outset. Architects
and technical advisors have indicated
that they are often not included
in the process of composing the
requirement program.
In effect it cannot be expected
of them that they integrate the
requirements (spatial, functional,
technical) into the design. A stacking
of solutions emerges. But stacking
doesn’t have any added value in
spatial terms. The more users there
are, the harder it is to formulate
goals. As a designer you are faced
with forging that diversity of wishes
into a solid and cohesive design.
A lot can be gained from including
the architect and technical advisor
at an earlier stage in the project,
preferably in the initiative phase.
They can assist with composing the
requirement program, offer valuable
advice, and help to find solutions in
which the interior climate – with its
tailor-made technical installation –
can be regarded as a logical part of
the design. Integrated design teams
offer good perspectives.
In order to create more cohesion
between initiative, design, build,
exploitation and maintenance,
integrated contracts can offer
perspective through DBFMO
(Design, Build, Finance, Maintain,
Operate), or parts of it. At an early
stage all the wishes and bottlenecks
are brought to the table, and there is
clarity in the parts and responsibilities
meaning maintenance and upkeep
can be guaranteed over a longer
period of time.
This method only works up to a
point for schools in The Netherlands.
Particularly large projects such as
primary schools, which are part

De Brug in Assendelft, designed by
Liesbeth van der Pol.
Photos: Arjen Schmitz
www.dmbpublishing.co.uk/BuildingFutures
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of a so-called broad school or
multifunctional accommodation.
Moreover, quality is not necessarily
guaranteed; the results depend on
many different factors, the output
specifications among others.
Another possibility is Total
Engineering, in which a professional
party (the Total-Engineering agency)
coordinates all the parties and
organisations involved.4
An example is the secondary special
needs school ‘De Brug’ in Assendelft,
designed by Liesbeth van der Pol.

The School Swatch and The
School Atlas

school administrations to facilitate
the choice of build or renovation.
The School Swatch is ordered into
themes: Process, Experience, Usage,
Technique and Economy.
The program of requirements can
be composed with the help of the
School Swatch. Not only does the
School Swatch cover topics such as
energy consumption, maintenance
and interior environment, it also
shows the relationship between
the organisational, architectural,
functional and economical aspects
of the school building. The School
Swatch puts the end-user at the heart
of the project.

The recommendations have stirred
things up, and it is still a source of
action and activity. It’s clear that there
is not a lack of knowledge and skill
when it comes to building schools.
However, in The Netherlands there
is a lack of accessibility to all that
knowledge and experience.

By illustrating choices, which need
to be made, in simple pictures, it
is made easier for the user to talk
about ambitions at an early stage.
Each page of the School Swatch has
two sides; an inspirational side for
the phase of creating the vision, and
an informative side with practical
information. Each page is concluded
with suggestions for further reading.

At present there is too much
fragmentation. It is impossible
to learn from mistakes if there is
no systematic reporting of [user]
experience. All the different parties
that are involved have to constantly
reinvent the wheel. There is much
to be won by using the knowledge
and experience that comes from the
bottom up.

This recently developed School
Swatch is a simple tool, which
enables school administrations,
councils and advisors to articulate
their plans, ambitions and ideas of
how to build or
renovate
the

This approach can be seen
in ‘The School Swatch’
(Scholenbouwwaaier).5

school they want. It is used from
the start of the process. It allows
everyone involved in the building
process, to join that process from the
start, which ensures a higher quality
of school building.
Another result of the
recommendation is The School Atlas.
This collates information that applies
to renovations of buildings in primary
education and child-care. This atlas
is still being written. The publication
will contain case studies of projects
in The Netherlands. A 1970s school
building in the built-up centre of
Rotterdam is transformed into a
primary school with a broad school
which is equipped to accommodate
the most recent developments.
The atlas answers questions by
highlighting the relevant themes
of each building. What are the
spatial possibilities for new forms
of education? What do the lunch
halls look like? How has the spatial
integration between education and
child-care been resolved?
Users and commissioners of primary
schools and child-care get ideas
from The School Atlas. At the same
time there is a wealth of information
for people who are interested in
buildings for children. There
are a few different
parties who
contribute to
the School
Atlas. The

The School Swatch is aimed
at sharing knowledge and
offering support with
commissions, and works
in analogy to the colour
swatch; it is easy to
leaf through the pages
of this thematically
ordered book, and
you can make choices
based on the samples
in the swatch.
It is a means of
communication that can
be utilised by councils and
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The School Swatch
(Scholenbouwwaaier).
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buildings themselves can be made
available to serve as an example for
users, councils and architects. They
can also be accessed through a
website. The various groups of users
have been contacted and asked to
participate. Work is being done on
the publication of research results,
integrated with the School Swatch.

Challenges of Today
In The Netherlands there is a growing
number of empty houses, offices and
schools due to regional population
decline, government spending cuts
and changing requirements. A shift is
in process in the challenges facing a
build; vacancy, re-use and changing
development plans all determine the
nature of a build. These changes also
apply to building schools, in both the
cities and regional areas.
Renovation is much more a part of
today’s brief, in primary education
as well as in secondary education.
School buildings have to address
the wishes and circumstances of
the day. More often we are seeing
primary schools being combined
with a variety of public services that
aim to serve the local community.
By broadening the functionality
of an educational building to a
functionality that serves the local
community in many different
ways, requires the buildings to be
adapted.
They become community centres,
and if the community changes,
then so does the building. There
is stagnation in the build of new
housing areas, while existing areas,
where there is no economic growth,
are being restructured. All users in
primary education and child-care
have been confronted with these
changes. Now, more than ever,
renovation is being favoured over
a new build. A good example is
the renovation of a church, which
has been turned into a school, the
Plechelmusschool in Hengelo.

A 1970s building in a built up area of
Rotterdam – a case study featured in
The School Atlas. Design by Arconiko
Architecten.
Photos: Jan-Paul Mioulet
www.dmbpublishing.co.uk/BuildingFutures
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The school director was awarded
a State Prize in 2010 for his part in
this particular build, which he had
commissioned.
It is plain to see that new spatial
solutions are required. Many
schools want to modify the existing
educational spaces to fit new
educational methods. The classroom
as it used to be is a thing of the past.
Pupils are arranged in modules and
groups, either inside or outside the
classroom, depending on the activity.
Schools with single functions as well
as schools that are multi-functional,
want to have a fitting communal
meeting space for lunch etc.
By integrating different kinds of
child care with primary education,
the typology of what we traditionally
call ‘school’ has changed. This also
includes integrating ideas about
primary school facilities for children
with special needs.

On the Agenda: Architecture
and Spatial Design
(2013-2016)
As mentioned before the Dutch
government issues a publication on
architecture once every four years.
The publication for 2013-2016 has
recently been released: ‘Actieagenda
Architectuur en Ruimtelijk Ontwerp,
werken aan ontwerpkracht’.
More than in the previous
publications (since 1991) there is
an emphasis on architecture for
education. This is partly thanks
to the recommendations listed in
the publication ‘Gezond en goed,
scholenbouw in topconditie’. Also
the new Chief Government Architect,
Frits van Dongen, is committed to
this.
Today’s brief for school buildings
is on the agenda. The importance
of a good design is also on the

government agenda, as well as the
encouragement of professional
commissioning, because schools
usually deal with only the occasional
commission. The following statement
is from the government agenda
(2013-2016):
“Quality and functionality of school
buildings play an important part
in the pupils school achievements.
Many schools have been in use
for a long time, and are no longer
equipped to meet the standards
of today. The solution is not always
a new build at a new location.
School buildings and multifunctional educational centres are
able to create added value for
their users and for the local village,
neighbourhood or city. The design
does not concern itself primarily
with the built environment, but also
with the public space and the green
character of playgrounds. In the
coming years design should support

Plechelmusschool – A former
church converted into a school.
Design by Ronald Olthof.

Photo: Ben Vulkers
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a better integration of school builds
(for primary, secondary, vocational
and university education) with an
emphasis on re-development of
existing buildings.”6
The government agenda is set
for further development and
implementation of the abovementioned School Swatch and
School Atlas. The action plan
follows the trend of the Dutch
national government to regulate
less from the top down. There are
lots of small-scale projects, which
can’t be approached with general
solutions. Good analysis of existing
buildings and existing qualities can
stimulate innovation. Choosing the
right approach now is better for the
long-term investment. There will
be a continuous balance between
preservation and innovation. We
are much more focused on finding a
bottom-up methodology. Expertise
and means are made available to
them – partly by other users – and
are supported in their commission.
The times have changed.
!
Liesbeth van der Pol, in conjunction
with André Mol (advisor Chief
Government Architect)
and Dolf Broekhuizen

Footnotes
1 Agenda ‘Architectuur en Ruimtelijk Ontwerp. Werken
aan ontwerpkracht (2013-2016)’, signed by the Ministry of
Education, Culture and Science; The Ministry of Infrastructure
and Environment; The Home Office; Economic Affairs, The
Ministry of Agriculture and Innovation; The Defence Ministry,
September 2012.
2 Recommendation by the chief government architect
Liesbeth van der Pol ‘Gezond en goed, scholenbouw
in topconditie’ ‘Healthy and good, School buildings in
topcondition’ commissioned by minister Vogelaar, from
the Ministry of Housing and Integration and state secretary
Dijksma of the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science,
July 2009.

Plechelmusschool – Interior view. Design by Ronald Olthof.

Photo: Ben Vulkers

Further Information
For further information about the topics discussed in this article.
Contact:
Liesbeth van der Pol
Dok Architecten, Funenpark 1,
1018 AK Amsterdam
+31-20-3449700
www.dokarchitecten.nl

3 Research, commissioned by the chief government architect
and the Dutch Architecture Fund, into the costs and quality
of new builds for schools in primary education. ‘The School
Building in the Picture’ (‘Het Schoolgebouw Centraal’),
research conducted by the Technical University in Delft, Real
Estate & Housing: Arkestijn, Steijns, De Vries, 2009.
4 Total Engineering is when the design and building process
is done by an agency that acts on behalf of the commissioning
party. The agency takes responsibility for the contracting, and
can be held accountable.
5 The School Swatch was developed by The Studio of the
Chief Government Architect in 2011. It is a communication
tool for the build and renovation of children’s schools. The
School Swatch came out of the recommendations report
‘Healthy and good, building schools in top condition’ and was
created by a group of young architects. More than 500 people
from 120 organisations – councils, schools, architects, advisors
and organisations in the industry – contributed content to
The School Swatch. The School Swatch can be ordered at
the national knowledge centre in The Netherlands (landelijk
kenniscentrum Ruimte OK and Architectuur Lokaal).
6 See footnote 1, The Agenda for Architecture and Spatial
Design
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