
   Estate Management   

Schools are constantly evolving and 
adapting to meet new demands and, 
more often than not, this involves 
the school’s buildings and facilities. 
Giles Vallis, director of NVB Architects, 
says that a development masterplan 
is a necessity.

Why you should
have a masterplan

It’s all in the planning

Be pro-active instead of reactive

Invest time and effort 
into masterplanning 

Regularly review and update 
your masterplan

 A landscape 
assessment (including 
any specialist 
arboricultural surveys 
if necessary) is an 
intrinsic part of a 
masterplan
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Most bursars will be familiar with the 
construction process for individual buildings 
or extensions. Usually these projects are 
commissioned in response to a particular 
requirement or to resolve a particular issue; 
that is to say, it is a reactive process. 

This approach resolves the immediate issue, but if a 

school evolves in this way (or has done so in the past), it 

will eventually throw up issues which will impact at an 

ever-increasing scale on the smooth running of the school. 

This can include simple things like the disruption and loss of 

clarity of routes for vehicles and pedestrians around a school 

grounds, disjointed teaching departments or, at an extreme 

level, the need to demolish or adapt recently constructed 

buildings to make way for new development to resolve the 

‘latest issue’. 

In many cases, a school can also simply be a victim of 

its own success: expansion of the school to accommodate 

growing numbers over the years can often result in support 

facilities such as kitchens and maintenance buildings, which 

were originally at the edge of the site, now subsumed within 

a growing campus, where they are both visually intrusive 

and give rise to potential health and safety issues.

Planning = efficiency

The trick is to get ahead of the game and be pro-active 

instead of reactive. This is where a masterplan is invaluable 

and every school should really have one. The main benefits 

of a masterplan are:
■  instead of constantly reacting to issues, a good 

masterplan helps the school to define its educational 

vision and objectives, plan for the future and create a 

‘road map’ of how it will achieve these objectives;
■  it will help schools to achieve their objectives in the 

most efficient manner, making the best use of available 

resources and avoiding unnecessary building projects;
■  it maps out a strategic route to meet the objectives 

and identify a timescale (usually 10, 15 or 20 years) for 

achieving them, including outline phasing and timescales 

for individual projects;
■  it helps to build consensus amongst staff and other 

stakeholders, as it demonstrates the ‘how’ and ‘why’ 

of each individual element of the plan and how each 

department fits into the whole. As a result, it will help you 

to manage expectations: if stakeholders can see how their 

particular need will be addressed and how it fits into the 

overall plan, they are more likely to support it;
■  it can be used to gain early engagement with your local 

planning authority to check the viability of the proposals 

and include amendments as necessary. This should lead 

to a smoother planning approval process for individual 

projects, as your local planning authority will

 understand the overall context of

 the development; 
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■  it can include indicative costs for individual projects, 

helping to map out funding requirements over the life of 

the project; and
■  it will help to inform and guide the decision-making 

process for the future of the school. 

Author of the masterplan
Whilst other consultants may be involved in developing the 

masterplan, architects are usually seen as the appropriate 

consultant to lead and co-ordinate the process, as they will 

normally have experience of designing and masterplanning at 

other schools. Although your architect will lead the process, you 

should be prepared to invest time and effort into the process – 

the more you and your staff put in, the more you will get out.

The process 
Having established that the aim of a good masterplan is to 

map out where you want to be, clearly it also needs to set 

out where you are now and how you are going to get there.

The first part of that equation is to understand the school’s 

ethos and vision. This is usually achieved through workshops 

with stakeholders including governors and the senior 

management team, but you should also consider including 

teachers, students and facilities managers, all of whom can 

bring a different perspective to the discussions. Your architect 

will lead workshops with the various groups to gain an 

understanding of the school, compile results and produce a 

vision statement for the school.

The other aspect of understanding where you are now is 

through analysis of the fabric of the school and how it works. 

Buildings are inspected and assessed to provide an overview 

of their general condition and character, as well as suitability 

for refurbishment, extension or internal adaptation. The 

inspection would also look at the provision and arrangement 

of teaching space for each department, as over time they can 

sometimes become disjointed. This assessment might also 

include the architect making reference to and commenting 

on survey information already available, such as building 

condition surveys, structural surveys, services surveys etc. 

In a similar vein, a site analysis would then be undertaken. 

This will make an assessment of both the vehicle and 

pedestrian movements on the site. This should help 

highlight any potential areas of conflict between vehicles 

and pedestrians. An important part of the character of any 

school is the space between buildings and the landscape 

that inhabits these spaces, so landscape assessment 

(including any specialist arboricultural surveys if necessary) is 

an intrinsic part of a masterplan.

Drawings and models
Armed with all this information about the school’s ethos, 

vision, built fabric and landscape, your architect can begin 

to decipher the constraints and opportunities and map 

out the route to achieving your objectives, in the form of 

a draft masterplan proposal. The exact form of this should 

not only reflect the school’s specific character and needs but 

should also include drawings and electronic models, which 

are much more accessible for stakeholders than written 

descriptions or information on spreadsheets. 

The preliminary proposals may include concept sketches for 

initial projects and should begin to look at phasing of works 

over the life of the masterplan to reflect the hierarchy of 

needs identified in the initial briefing process. Once individual 

projects have been identified, initial cost estimates can be 

prepared to help inform the final sequencing of projects. It is 

important that the draft masterplan is discussed and reviewed 

by the original stakeholders involved in the initial visioning 

process, to ensure that the school’s objectives will be met and, 

perhaps more importantly, that there is a broad consensus and 

understanding amongst those involved of both the objectives 

and how to achieve them.

Flexible document
The final masterplan document should incorporate any 

feedback and amendments from the review process and create 

a map of how the school will get from where it is now to 

where it wishes to be at the end of the life of the masterplan. 

It is important to recognise that although the masterplan 

has been prepared by the architect, it is ultimately your plan 

not theirs: plans change and you should see the masterplan 

as a flexible document which can regularly be reviewed and 

updated during its life to accommodate external influences 

which may come to bear in the following years. However, the 

basic strategy of the masterplan should be robust enough to 

ensure that the original objectives of the school’s vision can be 

met, even if a different route needs to be taken.

Armed with your masterplan, you can look to the future 

development of your school with confidence that you have 

an achievable plan which has the support of all involved. 
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 Buildings are assessed to provide an overview of their condition
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