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At a time of growing birth rates, budgetary
constraint, and when the cost of building projects or
additional land is so often prohibitive, schools have
to be creative about making the most of the space
and resources that they do have.
As a result, many schools have opted to erect
canopies around their grounds to help provide extra
all-weather learning, social and storage spaces.
However, when considering this option there are
a number of questions that schools must answer,
not least about what they want to achieve with their
canopy and how it should be constructed.

Why install a canopy?
One of the main reasons schools have embraced
the use of canopies on their sites is because of
inspection requirements. Canopies are often popular
in primary schools because there is an expectation
by Ofsted that children, especially in the Early
Years Foundation Stage, should have access to the
outdoors and be able to enjoy activities outside.
Canopies can obviously help to protect these
activities against the inclement British weather.
However, much more than this, many schools
see their canopies as an extension to the classroom
environment. Roger Hewish, an advisor with
Inside2Outside, which supplies canopies to schools
across the UK, explained: “Many canopies are put
up alongside buildings to create a free-flow from the
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classroom to outside and under the canopy. In this
way, it can relieve pressure on space in the school,
effectively making it into a classroom extension.”
Some canopies have ‘walls’ at the sides so they
can be closed-in, providing greater shelter, protection
and privacy. Other ideas include using canopies to
create amphitheatres, which can also be used all
year round.
In other schools, canopies are sheltered places
where pupils can eat their packed lunches or are
used to give parents some protection from the
elements as they wait to pick up children.
Elsewhere, they can be used as a cost-effective
addition to the architecture of the school – for
example as links between different buildings in the
form of covered corridors or walkways.
Many canopies also come with a number of
accessories, such as transparent roller walls, which
can be wound up and down manually or activated
using a remote control. They may also have roller
shutter doors, similar to those used on shop fronts,
for additional security.
Canopies are often a popular choice because
they are significantly cheaper than putting up a new
build, and while these structures are obviously not as
well insulated as a brick building, it is still possible to
put in heating and power, with electrical connections
provided for mechanised shutters or to provide
lighting, for example.

Finally, an alternative approach might be the
”monopitch” canopy. These canopies are best suited
to older buildings with high windows and have the
added benefit of making classrooms or school offices
cooler in the summer months. For primary schools in
particular they are a good way of not only creating
an outdoor classroom but providing shelter for
parents as they wait to pick up their children.

Positions and purpose
Deciding on the most appropriate spot for your
canopy is harder than you’d think and this is where
schools should take advantage of their supplier’s
experience.
Good companies should be able to listen to your
requirements and needs and advise accordingly
on location and design. They should also supply
drawings, or even super-imposed photographs, of
how the canopy might look on your site.
Schools must also be clear about the purpose
for which the canopy is intended and as such there
should be plenty of flexibility in the possible designs
of the structure to meet these requirements.
Every school is different and this means that a
one-size-fits-all inflexible design will often not meet
all your needs.
Schools considering canopies on their site should
talk to their supplier and arrange a site visit before

taking any decisions. Ask your supplier to what
extent their designs can be adapted to maximise the
impact the canopy will have on your specific site.
Mr Hewish said: “We always arrange a visit to the
school site and talk to the potential clients about the
purpose of the canopy and how they plan to use it.
“We can also show them a number of other uses
for the canopy that they might not have considered
or have not realised are possible. It is very much a
two-way conversation.”

Safety is paramount
Schools must be demanding when it comes to safety.
Ask the supplier what safety standards their various
designs and structures adhere to and what safety
features are built in – this could be anything from
simple leg pads to protect against injury or roofing
materials that protect against harmful UV rays.
Canopies must also conform to certain standards
relating to wind and snow-loading.
The safety of the actual installation is also vital.
Contractors erecting canopies often work in termtime while schools are open – there is usually
no need for schools to schedule the construction
work for holidays. Will all installation staff be DBSchecked? How will the area be cordoned off? In
short, how will the company ensure that pupils are
completely safe?

Do you need planning permission?
All school canopies are considered buildings under planning law and so schools will need to check
whether planning permission is required. It could be, however, that a canopy falls under the General
Permitted Development Orders (Parts 32 or 12).
Part 32 is an exemption to planning requirements for schools if a construction is less than five
metres tall, more than five metres from a boundary, and has less than 25 per cent of the cumulative
total floor space of the existing building or 100 square metres (whichever is smaller). Part 12 allows
local authorities to approve a construction on land it owns or administers if it is less than four metres
high, its volume does not exceed 200 cubic metres, and it is more than one metre from a boundary.
Suppliers should be able to offer general guidance on whether planning permission might be
required, although schools are always advised to double check. For example, despite the exemptions
above, if a school is in a listed building or part of a conservation area then planning permission would
almost certainly be needed. Where schools need planning permission, it can take up to eight weeks to
complete the process. Building Regulations also apply and an application must be made to the Building
Control Officer if the canopy is to be greater than 30 square metres in area or less than one metre from
the site boundary. Mr Hewish added: “Our advisors will take schools through the necessary formalities
and we can even act as an agent for the school throughout the whole planning process if required.“
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Mr Hewish said. “Most of our structures take
around two days to erect – the first day to do the
footings and foundations, which must then dry, and
the second day for the installation of the actual
canopy.
“We do not move anything around while the
children are out of classrooms and moving around
the school, and we always cordon areas off. There is
also very little noise or disruption from noise.”

Materials & durability
Your canopy needs to stand the test of time, which
means using high-quality materials. Canopies come
in a variety of forms, shapes and sizes, using different
materials all of which have different qualities.
Mr Hewish explained: “A key choice for schools
will be between polycarbonate and advanced tensile
membrane canopies – a high-tech fabric. While
price is a consideration, polycarbonate canopies can
become brittle and deteriorate over time. They can
also amplify the heat.

“Advanced tensile
membrane is fast becoming
recognised as better value
for money. It’s waterproof,
provides shade and has
a long life expectancy.
The fabric is translucent
and lets light through,
while acting as a filter for
harmful UV rays”
“Advanced tensile membrane is fast becoming
recognised as better value for money. It’s waterproof,
provides shade and has a long life expectancy. The
fabric is translucent and lets light through, while
acting as a filter for harmful UV rays, giving 100 per
cent protection.”
For example, the Qube™ canopy by
Inside2Outside is designed for demanding
environments and long-term use. They use structural
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grade aluminium, powder-coated to give a
maintenance-free finish. The aluminium structures
can be made to each school’s exact requirements
and they come with the tensile membrane roofs.
These canopies are also self-draining and have a
built-in gutter system.

Other considerations
Other considerations for your canopy include colour
and the shape of the roof. Again, schools should
demand flexibility. Inside2Outside, for example, offers
a range of standard frame and roof colours, which
can be supplied to match your school’s colours, as
well as a choice of roof shapes.
Solar-panelled roofs are also becoming increasing
popular with schools. Inside2Outside is the only UK
solar company that bonds lightweight, thin solar
panel film with tensile membrane to create tensile
photo-voltaics (PV) or solar canopies.
Tensile PV is ideal for use in the UK because the
panels do not require direct sunlight to generate
electricity. The amount of power generated will
depend on the size of the roof, and by signing up
to the government’s Feed-in-Tariff for the microgeneration of electricity, schools can also sell surplus
electricity to their local energy company.
Maintenance is a key consideration too and your
choice of material will have implications here.
Mr Hewish explained: “A wooden structure would
need treatment, steel often needs repainting and
polycarbonate is prone to a build-up of algae.
The tensile fabric has a dirt repellent and mouldinhibiting surface, meaning that dirt will come away
easily using water and a soft cloth.”
A further consideration is whether your canopy
can be extended easily, or moved at a later date
should it be necessary, and a guarantee should be
expected – for example Inside2Outside offers a
10-year guarantee on all its tensile canopies.

Case study: Sparrow Farm Infant and Nursery
School
The solar canopy at Sparrow Farm Infant and
Nursery School in Hounslow offers more than just
shelter from the rain and protection from sunshine.
Children are also using the canopy as part of the
curriculum.
Sarah Macrae, school business manager,
explained: “The canopy has a photo-voltaics cover
which means it generates energy that goes back
into the grid, meaning we are able to make a little
money out of this for the school through the power
supplier. We also use some of the electricity that we
generate.
“Neither the money we make – about £500
a year – nor the electricity generated is a huge
amount, but it helps a little.
“More importantly, though, the children
are learning from it because they gain some
understanding about how electricity is generated
and take readings on the gauge, which we
incorporate into our numeracy and eco work, as well
as other areas of the curriculum where appropriate.”
Sparrow Farm began installing Inside2Outside
canopies a number of years ago, largely to maximise
space and to provide shelter from the weather.
Most of its canopies are the popular Qube™
structures, which can have peak, domed and apex
roofs and come in a range of sizes and colours.
“We wanted to provide outdoor shade for the
children,” Ms Macrae continued.
“Some of the year groups, such as nursery, are
expected to have access to the outdoors and the
canopies provide shade and shelter, allowing the
children to go outside all year round.
“They also allow us to store certain items outside,

if needed, and keep them
protected to some degree from
the elements, freeing up space
indoors.”
In some parts of the school,
the canopies have become an
extension of the classroom, and
allow teachers to think more
creatively about how they use
the available space and what
activities they can put on to enhance the curriculum.
Having outdoor areas linked to classrooms
through canopies gives a lot of scope for activities.
Some classrooms have direct access to a canopy,
though they may not be attached to the building.
“Many of our canopies are free-standing and this
is another reason why we opted for them – because
they are moveable if our needs as a school change
or if we need them for another purpose,” Ms
Macrae added.

“More importantly,
though, the children are
learning from it because they
gain some understanding
about how electricity is
generated and take
readings on the gauge”
“We are currently planning some building work
at the school so we may have to move the canopies,
but we don’t anticipate this will be a huge problem.
That is one of the beauties of them – they can be
moved around and do not have to be fixed forever
in one place.
“The installation was carried out with minimum
disruption to staff and pupils and took just a couple
of days to complete.
“All in all the canopies have been a great
investment for Sparrow Farm in terms of the
flexibility they give us and the additional covered
space, which is invaluable – especially to younger
children who need to have access to the outdoors.”

Case study: Edward Bethen CE Primary School
Maximising space was a major consideration for
staff at Edward Bethen Primary when erecting
canopies around the school. The school, in Greenford,
Middlesex, needed to redevelop parts of its site which
were not being used effectively and where space was
being wasted. That is where the canopies came in.
Tracey Cameron, the school business manager,
said: “We have three canopies in total, all serving
different needs but all designed to maximise space at
the school. There is one in the infants department and
two in the juniors.

“The government is constantly
expecting schools to provide
more outdoor activities and
facilities and this is one great
way of doing this”
“The head heard positive comments about
Inside2Outside at a headteachers’ event and we
had already talked about creating some extra space
outside that the children could use throughout the
year. We have 470 pupils, which is quite a lot, so we
needed to use every bit of space we could. There is
also a directive, of course, that young children should
spend as much time as possible outdoors.”
One of the Qube™ canopies in the junior
department has a table tennis table beneath it so
children can play at lunchtimes. In the winter it
protects them from bad weather and in summer it
shields them from the sun. There is a rota for which
class uses this particular area so that everyone has an
opportunity to benefit from the facility.
This canopy is part of the redevelopment of an
area of the school that wasn’t being properly used
previously and where space was being wasted. Next
to the canopy are colourful tables and chairs, where
pupils can sit at break-times and a quiet sensory
garden has been created in the vicinity too.
The other canopy in the junior department is used
mainly for storage. “This has enabled us to make
better use of the school hall,” Ms Cameron said.

“This one is linked to the main school building and
while it is not completely water tight, we are able to
store things such as chairs and other equipment there
to have more space in the hall. We needed a more
multi-functional hall both for the school and for local
community use.”
The third canopy is in the infants department and
is a monopitch structure: “Because children in the
lower end of the school finish at different times, we
found that parents were standing around in the cold
and wet waiting to pick up children,” Ms Cameron
added. “There was nowhere for them to shelter from
the weather so we had a big canopy put up and put
benches under it so that it provides some shelter
while they’re waiting.
“The children can also use this canopy and the
benches, but it was put there more with the parents
in mind. Overall we have had a lot of positive
feedback from the parents about the canopies and
the difference they have made. They have definitely
made our outside areas more usable .
“We now have these three particular areas that
can be used all year round and have added space to
the school. And they also look fantastic – everyone
has said so.”
Ms Cameron said that the school had spent about
£30,000 in total on the canopies, which were all
erected during the summer holiday last year and
come with a 10-year guarantee.
“We are now using areas within the school
that we didn’t use before and it is nice to be able
to see children playing in there and laughing. The
government is constantly expecting schools to provide
more outdoor activities and facilities and this is one
great way of doing this.”

This Guide To... has been produced by Headteacher Update on behalf of Inside2Outside.
Inside2Outside offers a range of versatile and effective bespoke canopies for schools and other
organisations. For more information, visit www.inside2outside.co.uk

