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PROJECT: Birla High

Birla High School’

architecture

s transformation embodies the evolving landscape of educational
, where functionality meets inspiration. The bold redesign prioritises student

well-being, sustainability and community engagement
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he architecture of educational institutions has
<een a shift from utilitarian structures to dynamic,
student-centric environments that prioritise
pedagogy, well-being and community engagement.
The design emphasises the interplay between
space, leamning and human experience. This
paradigm shift in design thinking reflects a growing
recognition of the profound impact of the physical enviranment on nol
just students but everyone who inhabits the space. With its thaughtiul
blend of modern design principies and contextual sensitivity, the Birla
High School's transformation, fed by Architect Ayan Sen, embodies this
<hift towards student-centric architecture. By prioritising openness,
systainability and community engagement, tne design has created
a vibrant leaming environment that inspires students, teachers
and alumni alike. This is more than just a building—it's a lively and
comfortable place to learn, buil with heart and a strang belief in
improving the future of education in Kolkata.

“We hadn't done many school projects before, just a small one In
the past, but having worked across a wide range of typologies like
housing, resorts, convention centres and institutional buildings, | was

paticularly eager to take on this school. Birta High School has been
A part of Kolkata for many vears, but when | received the opportunity,
Its infrastructure and design felt quite dated. | saw this not just as a
rentvation but as a chance to make a bold statemerit rigit In the heart
of the city. The challenge with transformation Is always about présenvng
the best of what exists while completely réthiniking the rest. There's a
strong sense of nostalgla attached to school life, and that emotional
layer made this project even more special,” explains e architect

The architect, with the use of modern design principies and
technology, brought in more openness, introduced ample greenery
and created spaces that offer a sense of freedom and flow. The
design includes a beautiful courtyard, open corridors and a fropical
palette that complements the environment, Wnat makes this project
truly fulfilling is that the students, alumni, teachers and the schoo

-

management—all of them—are genuinely nappy with the result. That,
for him, is the greatest success of this transformation

CREATING COLLABORATIVE SPACES

here:structured leaming

There are conventional Classrooms wiie ed learning
happens, but the real leaming the king that shapes personaiies
and memaries—often takes place outside of them. Wnetier its the

corridor, the courtyard, the
these informal spaces play 2 nuge rowe i
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AYAN SEN
Founder, Ayan Sen Architects,
Urban Designers & Planners
Avan Senis a graduate of School of
Architecture, CEPT, Indfa and has done his
Masters in Urban Design from Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, USA. He provides
specialized expertise in the areas of master
planning for waterfronts and campuses
including residential and mixed-use projects
and professionally been involved in several
architectural projects in Indfa that include
resorts, institutions, commercial and heaith care
and residential projects.
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“For me. it was important that the architecture celebrated these in-between
spaces. That's why the corridors and courtvards were treated with as much
care and attention as the classrooms. They form the true language of the school.
connecting people and encouraging a sense of openness and interaction.”

— AYAN SEN. Founder, Ayan Sen Architects, Urban Designers & Planners

Another unique element the architect introduced was on the
facade—the integration of subtie fypographic elements in Hindi, the
nationa! language. This included Sanskrit shiokas that resonate
with the values and ethos of the institution. It wasn't overt or loud,
but delicately done to create a sense of cultural grounding and
identity. The aim was to honour tradition while designing a space
that feels contemporary and Inclusive.

THE UNDERLYING DESIGN PHILOSOPHY

“I've always felt that most schodls have a rather harsh and rigid feel. The
dea was to soften that—Dboth visually and experientially. We introduc el
a palette of soft tones and worked on improving permeability throughout
the space, allowing light and air {o move more freely Thaughtfully
piaced araphics were added to create a positive mood and energise

the environment” emphasises the architect, “The combination of
natural elements fike grass in the courtyard, carefully Chosen flooring
mateials, and the overall spatial layout came together 1o deline what
the school should fee! like—welcoming, calm and sensorially rich. We
focused on using the right materials and fabrics to create @ warm, tactile

experience, Soft tensile structures were introduced for shade and syl
interest. while the canteen was deliberately made colouriul because
that's where the joy and vibrancy of student life truly come aiive.

In many parts of the school, the design is intentionally grounced
and sombre, not ina dull way, but in a way that retiects. the cespei
value systems we carry through life. Elements ltke: the Sanskiit
shlokas and meaningful punchlines subtly reinforce these values
They aren't overt or didactic, bul they leave a lasting impression
Al the end of the day, it's the memories that students fake with
them. and those memaories are shaped by the environment and its
messages, often absorbed subconsciously

"While some classrooms and play areas are deliberately playiul
and vibrant, my Intent was always to create a space that nurtures and
cares, while alsa instilling core values. Nature plays a big rofe in this
narative, The presence of greenery, leaves, plants and earth-like
textures symbolising softness, sustainability and care, much like
Mother Earth herself, A school shouldn't feel nafsh or sterile; it should
offer an environment that Is warm, gentle and rooted in meaningful
experlences,” concludes the architect. & :
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