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Bent on Designing Flexible Spaces 
by Joel K. Sims

The Contortionist

When a person becomes so ÿexible that he can contort 
his body in a myriad of conþgurations, it becomes gro-
tesque. An overabundance of ÿexibility in a human is 
unsettling and freakish. The open classroom, if it took 
on a human form, might take center stage at a freak 
show. Standing beside the òopen classroomó at the 
freak show would be the multipurpose room. Designed 
for physical education and dining, this space never per-
formed either function particularly well. When a space 
has one function it becomes very easy for a school de-
signer to create the space to work well. When a space 
has two, three, or four functions, there is the potential 
that none of the functions will work particularly well 
within the designed space. If we are not careful, we 
add more attractions to the òÿexibility freak show.ó

After receiving hundreds of photos on ׇexible 
school design, one image seems to stand 
out. It is the photo of a dilapidated trailer 
submitted by a ׆ctitious ׆rm called Architects 
R Us. In reality, it is Dave the engineerõs 
monthly attempt at a humorous submission. 
This month, it got me thinking: Doesnõt a 
trailer signify the very essence of òׇexible 
design?ó

I recall entering my ׆rst mobile home while 
in the fourth grade. My friend explained how 
great it was because his family could just take 
it with them when they moved. I believed him 
as a child but, as an adult, I know that mobile 
home never left its original location. It was like 
so many temporary classrooms today that have 
stayed ׆rmly planted for decades. So of what 
use is the ׇexibility? Well, sit back, place your 
right leg behind your neck and take a look at 
some ׇexible school spaces that will actually 
work for your next project.
 
Staying ׇexible, 
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And the Two Shall Become One

The most simplistic example of ÿexible space that 
works well is making two smaller rooms into one larger 
area by combining them, often with an operable parti-
tion. A nicely detailed example is the St. Philomena 
School in Portsmouth, R.I., designed by Newport Col-
laborative Architects, Newport, R.I. (A)
 
Yesterdayõs old-style multipurpose rooms have been 
replaced with todayõs separate cafeterias and gym-
nasiums, often with a partition that opens to create 
one large space. The larger spaces hold most, if not 
all, of the student body. The beneþts for after-school 
programs and community uses are endless. When HMFH 
Architects, Cambridge, Mass., designed the Silver Hill 
School in Haverhill, Mass., they created this type of 
space. (B)

Open Minded About Open Classrooms

Thereõs no beneþt in stirring the debate about open 
classrooms. In the over-reacting, pendulum-swinging 
school design community it seems to be òall or noth-
ing.ó So, when the energy crisis hit in the ô70s, large 
expanses of exterior glass were eliminated and students 
were punished with no windows in the classrooms. The 
open classroom concept suffered a similar fate. We 
have spent decades fearful of trying something differ-
ent lest we fail. But there is a beneþt to having more 
ÿexible and open space, particularly in the classroom. 
Being able to open two classrooms into a large space 
can expand team teaching and other opportunities.

Yes, it is a simple concept but often ignored. Provid-
ing more open areas for both small- and large-group 
interaction can be a blessing to an otherwise stagnant 
learning environment. While there has long been a 
perception that an open environment is problematic, 
the reality is very different: In many schools it works. 
Australia-based Woods Bagot created a very open plan 
at The Australian Science and Maths School in Adelaide, 
South Australia. (C)

St. Philomena School in Portsmouth, R.I. Photo by Aaron 
Usher Photography. Classroom Scheme by NCArchitects.

Silver Hill School in Haverhill, Mass. Photo by Wayne Soverns, Jr. 
Floor Plan by HMFH Architects.
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The Australian Science and Maths School in Adelaide, 
South Australia. Photo by Kevin OõDaly. 
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