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It’s unsurprising that the 
latest furniture trends 
incorporate sustainable 

materials that have been sourced 
locally and ethically where possible

A warm reception 
A reception area is the first point of contact for prospective parents and 

students alike. Jess Pike hears from two design and furniture experts about 
how to make sure yours is kitted out to make the best possible impression

ver the past 12 
months, I’ve passed 
through countless 
school gates, peered 
into numerous 

classrooms, splashed across 
water-logged hockey fields and 
considered how lucky I am that 
my days are no longer governed 
by the deafening ring of a school 
bell. I’ve also had the chance 
to compare countless reception 
areas – ranging from the poky 
to the plush to the downright 
pretentious. And, despite my 
best intentions, I’ve found 
myself judging schools (often 
prematurely) on how they look, 
feel and, believe it or not, smell. 
First impressions count, which 
is why getting your reception 
area spot on is so important.

Sarah Jane McDowall, 
designer at Space Solutions, 
tells me that, as the first point of 
contact for students and visitors 
alike, the reception area should 
fully reflect the school’s identity 
and ethos. “The space has to 
perform and deliver across many 
functions, including acting as 
the main area where visitors and 
parents are greeted, a point of 
orientation and information hub 
as well as acting as a filter for 
private and public access to the 
rest of the building, maintaining 
security.”

 
GETTING STARTED 
A good reception area should 
be designed in such a way 
that allows easy navigation 
whilst also communicating the 
school’s identity. “It needs to 
be functional for users whilst 
offering a degree of protection 

O
for staff,” Sarah Jane explains. 
“All individual components 
coming together in the space 
– the reception desk, seating 
furniture, display screens and 
materials – should be multi-
functional and ergonomically 
designed for use by a range of 
individuals including pupils, 
adults and people with varying 
accessibility requirements.”

You’d be surprised how 
many reception areas are 
poorly lit, bare and pretty damn 
uncomfortable – which is odd, as 
it makes total sense for schools 
to use this area to showcase 
as much student artwork as 
possible, as well as prizes that 
the students have won in recent 
years. Melanie Laing, director 
of Innova Design Solutions, 
points out that it’s also worth 
considering using digital 
technology to display students’ 

work and pictures of school 
events. And when it comes 
to technology, connectivity is 
crucial; bear in mind that some 
British furniture manufacturers 
are producing furniture that 
integrates current technologies. 
Going wireless will reduce 
unsightly cables and ensure a 
cleaner look and feel.

As with any outsourced 

project, do your due diligence 
when it comes to hiring designers 
and visit other schools that 
have recently redesigned or 
installed reception areas. Make 
sure you speak to a design 
company that will carry out a 
thorough evaluation of the space 
to ensure it’s designed to meet 
the needs of the end users, says 
Sarah Jane. “It’s essential that 
all storage, security, access and 
information display requirements 
are understood, along with the 
number of users the space is 
required to be designed for.” 

KEY COMPONENTS 
The focal point of any reception 
is the reception desk, the best of 
which are modular in structure 
with masses of integrated 
storage. “Varied working height 
sections should be provided 
to allow all users an equal 

experience,” says Sarah Jane. 
“Adequate, secure access should 
be included to protect staff as 
well as appropriately integrated 
telephony and IT facilities. 
Careful consideration should also 
be given to the materials used.”

According to Melanie, a good 
reception desk should be DDA 
(Disability Discrimination Act) 
compliant, hard-wearing, easy to 

use and ergonomically designed. 
“It should be welcoming and 
well laid out so that both visitors 
and staff are comfortable and 
confident in using it,” she says. 

With environmental impact 
such an important consideration 
for schools and consumers 
more generally it’s unsurprising 
that the latest furniture trends 
incorporate sustainable materials 
which have been sourced locally 
and ethically where possible. 
Flexible seating is also bang on 
trend, enabling the layout to 
be reconfigured as and when 
required, and, don’t forget 
acoustics; as Sarah Jane points 
out, you should choose materials 
and design options that help 
reduce noise transfer whilst 
also offering a level of privacy 
in what can be quite an open 
area. You should also consider 
whether you want the reception 
area to be heavily branded – if 
the space is envisaged to be 
more of a statement area than 
purely functional you might 
want to consider whether school 
colours and logos should be 
incorporated into the design.

Many of the tips offered by 
these experts might strike you as 
being pretty obvious but you’d 
be shocked by quite how many 
schools get it so wrong. Make 
sure your school stakeholders 
are suitably impressed when 
they enter the building by 
reconsidering the look and 
feel of your reception area; the 
only other element needed to 
knock their socks off is a truly 
charming receptionist, the 
metaphorical cherry on top of 
the cake! 


