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Abstract

Densi  cation of urban environments has led to increased pressure on existing school infrastructure 

throughout Australia’s major cities and elsewhere. Schools have continued to evolve as part of this process 

and facilities are more frequently leveraged for both public use and enabled for a range of education-

related activities that foster community building. Design and procurement of schools currently builds upon 

acceptable minimum standards that often lack generosity to establish social spaces and spatial facilities 

that can be ‘borrowed’ by external users and provide critical social bene  ts. Through a review of New 

South Wales’ planning policy this article aims to identify the bene  ts of providing school infrastructure 

facilities that compliment public assets. It also discusses the challenges faced with the delivery of these 

assets within an on-going trend of urbanisation. It is argued that on-going planning for school environments 

will need to consider a holistic, community-wide view through a considered approach to shared facilities.   

Keywords: community schools; educational planning; urban planning; urban schools; vertical 

schools; Australia 

 https://doi.org/10.26188/13289666



42  |  SCHOOLS AS COMMUNITY HUBS INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 2020

Outside the Classroom:

Spatial Considerations to Facilitate Community Relationships with Schools 

The ongoing discussion between today’s planning and policy makers about the best use of 

land within cities is particularly evident when such land use focuses on the delivery of public assets 

(Infrastructure NSW, 2018). School and community facilities have gathered increasing interest within this 

context. Stakeholders are seeking measurable gains in the performance of these facilities and aim to 

build upon the value created while ensuring there is effective ongoing investment (Infrastructure Australia, 

2019). Both schools and local communities are in the position of there being competing demand for open 

space and facility use while innovative partnerships are being formed to help achieve positive outcomes.  

Background on schools and community within Australia 

The diverse choice of schooling options available today has been formed from what was quite a 

different setting throughout Australia during the nineteenth and early part of twentieth centuries (Miller & 

Davey, 1990). Where once there was a clear separation between home and school life (Vick, 1990), the 

rise of ‘comprehensive schools’ in the 1960s and 1970s focused on a geographically de  ned district with 

goals of equal opportunity, collective socialisation and connection with the community. 

The policy development that followed included the de-zoning of geographically constrained 

schools to cater for market selection. Government schools have continued to be affected by these 

changes, where ‘community’ around schools means less and less about the proximity of families to the 

campus (Campbell & Proctor, 2014).

Planning of schools - Current scenario in NSW  

Sydney, like other Australian capital cities, is in a current state of transformation led by strategic 

planning visions that express the need to reshape the city environment with a planned focus on 

infrastructure and collaboration (Greater Sydney Commission, 2018). Land economies within established 

middle and inner city areas are contested between the on-going demand for housing and the need to 

provide social and community assets required to make cities liveable, sustainable and able to respond to 

issues of disadvantage (City of Sydney, 2008).  

As more than 80% of student growth within NSW is expected to occur within metropolitan Sydney, 

schools within the city area face the combined pressures of growing enrolments and scarcity of land 

supply. Acknowledgement of this issue has led to changes in the physical composition of planned schools, 

both in the arrangement of classroom and teaching spaces (with a renewed focus on verticality) but 

also non-teaching spaces. The NSW government’s ‘School Assets Strategic Plan’ identi  es key changes 

in this regard and in some cases proposes the near doubling of school enrolment numbers while also 

reducing spatial size by half (in effect a quadrupling of student density) (Infrastructure NSW, 2018). While 
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recommendations for the Plan acknowledge the required need to rethink the architecture of the school 

itself, an understanding of the impacts to both programmed and non-programmed open space is absent.  

Such quantitative approaches to school development are useful for achieving a ‘streamlined’ 

approach to upgrading education facilities. In New South Wales the State Environmental Planning Policy 

(Educational Establishments and Child Care Facilities) aims to enable a less cumbersome pathway to 

establish facilities within schools (Department of Planning Industry and Environment, 2017). However 

concern has been expressed concerning the ability of such broad planning instruments to be properly 

accountable for the provision of open space and density, particularly where development by-passes usual 

authority approvals (Federation of Parents and Citizens Associations of New South Wales, 2017).  

Understanding the physical setting of schools 

There is a general consensus between educators, education planners and community groups 

that schools well integrated into their community and offering rich assets available for both educational 

and community use, are bene  cial for all parties (Haar & Robbins, 2002; Krishnamurthy, 2019; Mckoy 

et al., 2011). While there is comprehensive literature to assist when planning for assets with established 

spatial standards (for example libraries and community halls), open space and green space issues have 

not received the same level of attention to inform their delivery (Evans & Freestone, 2011). This begins 

to shape questions around both the quantity and the quality of open space needed for a school, how 

the school or community might leverage existing open space within the local surroundings, and how the 

community might bene  t from open space provided by the school.  

Green open spaces

Within school planning, open space can be thought of as anything outside the land area built 

on, while green open space is regarded as the landscaped parts within the former (Victorian Planning 

Authority, 2017). Studies show that both in schools and within the community access to green space is 

important for the development of young children, providing it bene  ts not only physical health but also 

mental development and enhanced academic outcomes (Krishnamurthy, 2019; Nauert, 2018).  

Green open space has been found to provide a vast array of bene  ts, particularly at the local scale 

(Ives et al., 2014), yet while our major cities are densifying there will be challenges to accommodate more 

open space within a  nite land supply (City of Sydney, 2016b) and this in part forms the public opinion 

about a schools’ quality and performance (Baker & Gladstone, 2019). In 2019 the NSW Government 

announced its vision to support additional open space and parklands for Sydney (Sullivan, 2020) 

along with the establishment of a Greater Sydney Parklands Agency. This vision aims to empower the 

government to better co-ordinate land use and management through the implementation of a forthcoming 
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Design and Place State Environmental Planning Policy which brings contextual relationships to the fore. It 

is unknown at this stage how school planning will be included. 

Tools such as the New South Wales Educational Facilities Standards and Guidelines (EFSG) are 

useful starting points to enable the ef  cient planning of school spaces (Department of Education, 2020). 

Here, basic minimum dimensions and descriptions of open play space types are included within a toolset. 

However, an understanding of how these dimensions have been established or the quality of the open 

spaces is less detailed. Similarly, objectives around landscape and the integration with community are 

listed, but relate to the physical context rather than the societal one.  

Agreeing on the right amount of open space for schools is a challenge, though the common 

opinion is that bigger is not always better where the correlation between larger schools and lower student 

outcomes is made (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009; Schneider, 2002). Similarly, there are arguments that the 

overall amount of play space matters less than the actual time available for play (Sahlberg, 2019) and 

that the programming and design of the space impacts physical activity in certain cases more than the 

quantity of open space (Grunseit et al., 2020). These  ndings point towards the need for consolidated and 

purposeful outdoor environments where physical size is balanced with opportunity and quality. 

Community bene  ts 

Overarching the debate about the provision of open space facilities is the theme that they are 

both bene  cial to the student and to the community. Education facilities and their supply of playing  elds, 

sporting halls, libraries and performing art spaces are just some of the assets that are recognised as 

essential to forming part of an integrated service delivery that can provide positive outcomes within a 

community (Mckoy et al., 2011). Schools are noted here for their ability to engage people of diverse ages 

and backgrounds and also through their role as established education providers, forming a position of trust 

within community groups (Diamond & Freudenberg, 2016).  

The concept of the school as a community hub has been formed throughout varying degrees of 

school–community service sharing but has grown as a central point of discourse along with the theme of 

infrastructure delivery ef  ciency in general (McShane et al., 2012). In the case of open space, schools 

have been recognised to have the potential to act as a ‘green hub’, providing the opportunities for 

physical activity and other open space use to the broader community (Department of Science Information 

Technology Innovation and the Arts, 2011). It should be noted that this is not simply a case of adding a 

playing  eld and anticipating successful community engagement. Cases identi  ed by the Queensland 

Chief Scientist and elsewhere (Haar & Robbins, 2002; Khadduri et al., 2007) show that successful 

outcomes within the community rely upon early formed partnerships as part of the planning process and, 

importantly, require schools that are designed to be open and connected to their physical neighbourhood.  
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Schools within the community – forming partnerships 

Access to schools, sporting  elds, community centres and libraries is increasingly being 

recognised as bene  cial to increasing the quality of life and social inclusiveness within communities (City 

of Sydney, 2016a). Yet policy and funding change continues to leave schools facing common challenges 

of under-funding, ageing building stock, increasing enrolments, and increased usage demand by groups 

outside of the student population (Infrastructure Australia, 2019). 

In 2017 the NSW Legislative council concluded an investigation into (Sydney) Inner-city public-

school enrolment capacity and published seven key recommendations.  The recommendations focused 

on: amendment of the inner city school cluster model to emphasise the importance of connecting schools 

with their communities; update of the NSW Department of Education demographics projections and the 

sharing of this information with councils; better co-ordination between State entities in the development 

and planning of schools including future land identi  cation; and a requirement that standards around 

the assessment of land remediation (for future school use) should rely on standards set by the relevant 

authority (Legislative Council New South Wales, 2017). Governments have acknowledged these issues 

and adjusted the language around infrastructure priorities to frequently seek community bene  ts and 

participation in schools (for example; Victorian Competition and Ef  ciency Commission, 2009) with the 

output of these often resulting in partnership programs and the joint use of facilities.   

Both NSW and Victoria have published policy guidelines that help guide schools and local 

governments to move beyond simple co-location of assets and to develop ‘key community hubs’. 

Documents such as New South Wales’ Community Use of School Facilities implementation procedures 

and Victoria’s Shared Facility Partnerships - A Guide to Good Governance for Schools and the Community, 

give detailed guidance to schools on the process of implementing partnerships to share facilities. Reliance 

on participation here is not limited to the initial planning or upgrade of schools, but to their on-going 

success as nurturers of successful students and the enhancement of community through local networks 

of social support (Black, 2008). How to adequately represent the community in some cases (Sanders, 

2020) or to encourage participation in others (Mcshane et al., 2012) remains a challenge. The inclusion 

of community stakeholders in the conversation for the planning of shared facilities is more commonly seen 

as a bene  t to achieving positive outcomes. Continued knowledge- and success-sharing, combined with 

adequate resourcing to engage communities from both the government and school, will likely play a key 

role in the formation of these hubs.   

Moving forward 

The unpacking of a school into spatial ‘compartments’ has the tendency to be short-sighted in 

relation to the possible bene  ts for student and community. Holistic planning for schools and communities 

around open space is essential to ensure access to the bene  ts it provides. Policies around open space, 
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education and shared use continue to be developed and currently include the aim of forming better 

partnerships between schools and their community and improving the outcomes for both. As policy 

continues to evolve, policy makers’ co-operative models of engagement with all users have the potential to 

identify gaps and shortcomings in open space provision. While integrated school planning and innovative 

approaches to partnership models may promote learning spaces/community facilities that are adaptable 

and can support a range of activities for multiple users, on-going evaluation of these tools and policy 

development should be undertaken to identify positive outcomes for both students and their communities.  



47  |  SCHOOLS AS COMMUNITY HUBS INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 2020

References
Baker, J., & Gladstone, N. (2019, November 20). Sydney schools running out of play space. Sydney 

Morning Herald. https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/sydney-schools-running-out-of-play-space-
20191120-p53ci4.html 

Black, R. (2008). Beyond the Classroom: Building New School Networks. Australian Council for 
Educational Research. 

Campbell, C., & Proctor, H. (2014). A History of Australian Schooling. Allen and Unwin. 
City of Sydney. (2008). Sustainable Sydney 2030: Community Strategic Plan 2017-2021. https://www.

cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_  le/0011/288173/Adopted-Sustainable-Sydney-2030_
Accessible-Version.pdf 

City of Sydney. (2016a). A City for All - Towards a socially just and resilient Sydney. In The Upside of Aging. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118691823.ch10 

City of Sydney. (2016b). Open Space, Sports and Recreation Needs Study 2016 (Vol. 1, Issue November). 
http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_  le/0003/138720/Adopted-Open-Space-
Sport-Rec-Needs-Study-2016-Vol-1_Part1.pdf 

Department of Education. (2020). Educational Facilities Standards and Guidelines. https://efsg.det.nsw.
edu.au/welcome 

Department of Planning Industry and Environment. (2017). State Environmental Planning Policy 
(Educational Establishments and Child Care Facilities). https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/view/
EPI/2017/494/full 

Department of Science Information Technology Innovation and the Arts. (2011). Innovating Queensland 
Communities. https://www.chiefscientist.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_  le/0009/50004/innovating-
qld-communities-2014-12.pdf 

Diamond, C., & Freudenberg, N. (2016). Community Schools: a Public Health Opportunity to Reverse 
Urban Cycles of Disadvantage. Journal of Urban Health, 93(6), 923–939. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11524-016-0082-5 

Evans, C., & Freestone, R. (2011). Policy challenges for metropolitan greenspace in Sydney. State of 
Australian Cities Research Network. http://soac.fbe.unsw.edu.au/2011/papers/SOAC2011_0161_
 nal.pdf 

Federation of Parents and Citizens Associations of New South Wales. (2017). Feedback in Relation to the 
Draft State Environmental Planning Policy (Educational Establishments and Child Care Facilities). 
https://www.pandc.org.au/forms/Advocacy/Feedback in Relation to the Draft State Environmental 
Planning Policy.pdf 

Greater Sydney Commission. (2018). Greater Sydney Region Plan; A Metropolis of Three Cities (Issue 
March). https://gsc-public-1.s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/greater-sydney-region-
plan-0618_0.pdf?SsIsd8gyH4.nrDDg3eZ3PlOBWzWnC3CV 

Grunseit, A. C., O’Hara, B. J., Drayton, B., Learnihan, V., Hardy, L. L., Clark, E., Klarenaar, P., & Engelen, 
L. (2020). Ecological study of playground space and physical activity among primary school 
children. BMJ Open, 10(6). https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2019-034586 

Haar, S., & Robbins, M. (2002). Schools for Cities: Urban Strategies. In National Endowment for the Arts. 
Princeton Architectural Press. 

Infrastructure Australia. (2019). An Assessment of Australia’s Future Infrastructure Needs - The Australian 
Infrastructure Audit 2019 (Issue June). https://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/
 les/2019-08/Australian Infrastructure Audit 2019.pdf 

OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM



48  |  SCHOOLS AS COMMUNITY HUBS INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 2020

Infrastructure NSW. (2018). Building Momentum, State Infrastructure Strategy 2018-2038. https://insw-sis.
visualise.today/documents/INSW_2018SIS_BuildingMomentum.pdf 

Ives, C. D., Oke, C., Cooke, B., Gordon, A., & Bekessy, S. A. (2014). Planning for green open 
space in urbanising landscapes. October, 94. https://www.environment.gov.au/system/  les/
pages/25570c73-a276-4efb-82f4-16f802320e62/  les/planning-green-open-space-report.pdf 

Khadduri, J., Schwartz, H., & Turnham, J. (2007). Reconnecting schools and neighborhoods. https://www.
abtassociates.com/  les/Insights/reports/2008/64701.pdf 

Krishnamurthy, S. (2019). Reclaiming spaces: child inclusive urban design. Cities & Health, 3(1–2), 
86–98. https://doi.org/10.1080/23748834.2019.1586327 

Legislative Council New South Wales. (2017). Inner city public primary school enrolment capacity. https://
www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/lcdocs/inquiries/2415/Final Report 170213.pdf 

Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (2009). A Review of Empirical Evidence About School Size Effects: A 
Policy Perspective. Review of Educational Research, 79(1), 464–490. https://doi.org/https://doi.
org/10.3102/0034654308326158 

Mckoy, D. L., Vincent, J. M., & Bierbaum, A. H. (2011). Opportunity-Rich Schools and Sustainable 
Communities. In Institute of Urban and Regional Development, University of California. https://
citiesandschools.berkeley.edu/reports/ccs_wwc_ report.pdf 

McShane, I., Watkins, J., & Meredyth, D. (2012). Schools as Community Hubs: Policy Contexts, 
Educational Rationales, and Design Challenges. Jstor, 1–14. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1602710 

Miller, P., & Davey, I. (1990). Family Formation, Schooling and the Patriarchal State. In M. Theobald & R. J. 
W. Selleck (Eds.), Family, School and State in Australian History (pp. 1–24). Allen and Unwin. 

Nauert, R. (2018). Green Space at School Improves Child Health. Psych Central. https://psychcentral.
com/news/2017/09/18/green-space-at-school-improves-child-health/126181.html 

Sahlberg, P. (2019). Let the Children Play: How more play will save our schools and help children thrive. 
Oxford University Press. 

Sanders, M. G. (2020). Community involvement in schools: From concept to practice. Education and 
Urban Society. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124502239390 

Schneider, M. (2002). Do School Facilities Affect Academic Outcomes? National Clearinghouse for 
Educational Facilities. 

Sullivan, M. (2020). Sydney parkland trusts to be folded into super agency. https://www.smh.com.au/
national/nsw/sydney-parkland-trusts-to-be-folded-into-super-agency-20200715-p55c7f.html 

Vick, M. (1990). Their paramount duty. In M. Theobald & R. J. W. Selleck (Eds.), Family, School and State 
in Australian History (pp. 175–181). Allen and Unwin. 

Victorian Competition and Ef  ciency Commission. (2009). Getting it Together: An Inquiry into the Sharing 
of Government and Community Facilities (Issue June). VCEC. 

Victorian Planning Authority. (2017). Open Space Types and Categories. https://vpa.vic.gov.au/wp-
content/uploads/2017/06/Metropolitan-Open-Space-Strategy-Open-Space-Category-De  nitions.
pdf

OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM




