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The RIBA’s Higher Education Design Quality Forum 
(HEDQF) is a unique partnership between higher 
education clients and design professionals. Its aim 
is to improve the performance of higher education 
buildings and estates. 
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Ian Caldwell, Director of Estates at King’s College, London

Rupert Cook, Director, ArchitecturePLB

Kate Goodwin, Royal Academy, Curator of the Architecture Programme

Ranald Lawrence, Post Graduate Architecture School, University 
of Cambridge and Editor of Scroope

Rod McAllister, Partner, Sheppard Robson Architects

Liz Pride, Director, MJP Architects Ltd

Julian Robinson, Director of Estates at LSE

Sarah Shalgosky, Curator of the Mead Gallery, University of Warwick

Celebrating 40 years of fine architecture
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Universities in the UK have yet to realise the impact 
of the new environment in which they operate. Some
commentators have compared the current changes in 
funding to a ‘seismic shift’. Students and staff have real 
choices across the globe as the higher education landscape
becomes more competitive locally, nationally and
internationally. How will the UK higher education sector
continue to maintain its world rankings in this new 
financial environment, at a time when other countries are 
snapping at our heels and, in contrast to the UK, making
substantial capital investments? We need to be smart and
focused on how we spend the limited amount of capital 
that will be available; we need to seek to spend our 
limited funds where it will achieve the greatest value 
for staff and students. 

We need to focus on raising the quality of the existing estate,
rather than expanding it, and on achieving our challenging
carbon reduction targets. In many cases this will involve
partnerships with external organisations and, of course, 

with external donors – who themselves may favour institutions
that can demonstrate that they achieve high quality with less
resource. This is quite a challenge, and HEDQF is pleased to
offer support by illustrating a few examples of the excellent
work that is being carried out across the sector, not just in
architecture, but also in technology and landscaping. Flexibility
will be key. Technology and new ways of learning continue to
develop at an ever-increasing pace. Who had heard of the
‘cloud’ a decade ago? We need to design university
environments that can respond to change in a flexible and
sustainable way. One of the great achievements of UK higher
education estates, for example, is the reuse of historic
buildings, many of which provide great flexible spaces 
into which contemporary facilities can be inserted. In 
this highly competitive world, the need for good quality 
remains paramount. 

Ian Caldwell 
Chairman 
Higher Education Design Quality Forum 
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The changes in university funding will have far-reaching
implications for students and for universities. As yet, we don’t
know the full scale of these, but quality will be paramount:
quality of teaching, quality of experience and quality of facilities.
Students will demand more. They’ll expect the best spaces and
the most up-to-date technology. Supported by their parents,
students will be investing several years of their lives into higher
education, accumulating substantial debt and looking to
maximise their investment by making their mark on an
increasingly competitive job market. They will want to 
make the most of this defining period in their lives. 

Universities will have to commit to ongoing investments to 
help themselves and their students stand out. They’ll need 
to constantly refresh and update their learning, teaching and 
social facilities, keep them maintained and ensure they’re 
of the highest quality. The challenge? These demands come 
at a time of reduced government capital. 

Adjusting to this difficult economic climate means striking the
delicate balance between value for money and high impact.
Large and grandiose schemes, desirable as they be, will have 
to be shelved in favour of smaller investments, such as those

illustrated in this booklet, which despite lower budgets still 
have a great influence on quality and experience. The perils 
of non-investment aren’t worth thinking about: students will
quickly realise that they are being short-changed by poor
quality facilities and will vote either with their feet, through 
the media or via the ever-increasing array of surveys 
at their disposal. 

Student union officers, staff and student groups are here to 
help. Already we’re involved, to great effect, as stakeholders in
many universities – deciding where and how to invest. We are
extremely sensitive of the need to maximise the value of limited
capital funds and can advise where we think funding can best
be spent and, crucially, where we think it might be wasted. 
Such a partnership is essential in this fast-moving world where
the ways that students now learn are changing more quickly
than many universities realise. I am therefore pleased to support
the Higher Education Design Quality Forum in raising the profile 
of design quality, and its focus in this publication on small-scale
investments that achieve great value.

Ryan Wain 
President, King’s College London Students’ Union 2009/11 

The higher education 
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