
Our  expe r ienc e  a t  Ba l l i f i e ld  Sc hoo l

The playground at Ballifield opens out onto a shallow hillside that has long views
across Sheffield and beyond. But the immediate environment however green has
few places for children to sit and take shelter. The idea to develop a design for an
external shelter was seen as a potential asset to the school and the beginning of a
transformation of playground. The process of designing and making of the shelter
involved many people and spans a six week period. The following text explains the
various stages of the project.

Stage 1
Children were invited to take part in a modelling workshop where they could begin
to explore ideas for a playground shelter using modelling materials like sticks, paper
and modelling plaster. The children created a number of different ideas that could
form the basis of the Idea.

Stage 2
A mapping exercise of play space in the school grounds was designed to help
establish where children may like to site a new shelter. Balloon markers were used
positioned by pupils to represent areas of play and different colours matched vari-
ous types of play. Rather than ask the children their opinions directly on the possible
positioning of the shelter, they were engaged in an exercise that mapped current
patterns of use, which could then be extrapolated by the students. This technique
allows the children to take part but without relying on their educated decisions for
design.

Stage 3
Designs for the shelter were then developed by the Students, who worked in close
contact with the Headmaster. Looking at different materials and construction tech-
niques, they established a design for a tiered timber bench and a demountable
canopy to go above it.

Stage 4
The shelter was constructed over the school half term holiday, which shows what
can be achieved in a week! This meant that the school was closed and the con-
struction did not cause any health and safety problems. When the school returned,
the shelter was complete bar small details.

Stage 5
The shelter is used at breaks and lunchtime by pupils, who run up and down the
inclined ramps and sit in groups playing and chatting. During P.E. lessons, the shelter
accommodates a whole class, where they can congregate whilst waiting to play
games.

Stage 6
Although the shelter at Ballifield has been in place for five months, during
which time it has not been attacked. After this time there have been two
incidents where the wire to the gabions has been cut and pebbles removed
and used to break windows around the school! Designing projects to be
vandal-proof is extremely challenging, especially when people bring wire-
cutters onto the premises in order to cause premeditated damage. It is
advisable not to use pebbles in such projects.

conclusions 
The school has an excellent shelter brought about by the combined effort of the stu-
dents, pupils and teachers. The relationship between the parties in the projects
remained superb throughout. The school regards the students very highly as design
professionals, whilst the children still thank visiting students for their work [regardless
of their involvement] whilst the students realised the potential of the school as a
"captive audience to creativity." 
The involvement of the school compared to buying a bench is easy to see. The
pupils have played a part in improving their environment and now understand more
about designing and making. In addition to this project, a number of other ideas
have developed, offering opportunities to further improve schools like Ballifield and
although untested, they could offer opportunities for schools to develop similar proj-
ects.



Seat  an d  sh e l te r

The ‘Shelter thing’ as christened by
the pupils at Ballifield school, was
designed and built by students from
the University of Sheffield
Architecture Department. The struc-
ture is located on a grassy bank in
the playground that children use
regularly. Whist helping to protect
the bank, the shelter links two levels
of the playground.

During outside PE lessons the shelter
is well-placed for children to wait or
congregate, a place where the
teacher can speak to the class.

During playtime, the shelter is a
place to sit and a big piece of
equipment.

when protection from the elements
is needed. The canopy can be
strung between the trees.

A project to try

In the world
today 2 billion
people live in
houses built
from earth and
soil.

The shelter is built into
a grassy bank that has
been warn away by
the children. The shel-
ter acts as a place to
play and also links the
two playground levels.

A canopy made from
elasti cord, nylon fabric
and plastic tubing. The
canopy is liaght and
can be put up by one
person.

Simple concrete footings
are built into the ground
to support the different
levels of the shelter.

Sloped timber deck with
timber battens to prevent
slipping.

The project was built in one week,
over half-term. The students then
made finishing touches following
the pupils return to school.

The shelter has been used over the
winter and has been well-received
by teachers and pupils alike. It has
transformed a corner of the play-
ground from a muddy bank to a
usable place for children to sit and
play.

Getting the children
involved in establishing
a good size for the shel-
ter.

In order to get the chil-
dren involved in the
project, they were
asked to make models
of for their shelter
designs.

Laying-out of the bench
on the ground with pegs
and string to determine
it’s size and position.

Laying the footings and
timber posts to hold the
decking.

Securely fixing the tim-
ber joists to the posts
and filling in behind the
structure with pebbles
held back by chicken
wire.
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Making it happen...
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Timber decking is nailed
to the joists to provide a
seating and play sur-
face. The decking has a
non-slip surface for safe
use in wet/icy weather.

The canopy is demount-
able so that it can be
taken in at the end of
the day.

Timber battens are
added to the sloped
deck to prevent people
slipping on the surface.
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