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CFS™ why lighting matters
COMMUNICATION FRIENDLY
SPACES ™

Why lighting matters

CONSIDER

The Communication Friendly
Spaces™ (CFS™) Approach
helps to create positive learning
environments for children, young
people and adults. This guidance
paper is one in a series about
the way that light, noise, colour
and clutter can affect behaviour,
communication, emotional wellbeing and general engagement.
Getting the environment right for
learners contributes to their overall
achievement.

About a hundred years ago, we
spent 90% of our time outdoors.
Today it’s quite the opposite.
Houses, cars, offices and schools
all protect us from the sun’s natural
warmth and light. Perhaps it’s no
wonder that we feel down and
sometimes a little depressed when
we are continuously exposed to
artificial lighting alone. Artificial
lighting appears to have been
added to settings and schools
with no regard to the effect that
it has. Very often, the
sheer amount of lights
in a learning space is
totally overwhelming
and excessive
in relation to
the intended
purpose of
the space.

Many schools and settings are
removing the harsh glare of strip
lights and replacing them with
softer, more flexible systems that
can be used to accentuate and
support different types of learning
and a range of needs.
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stop and think:
What type of lighting do
you have in your early years
setting or school?
Have you even consciously
noticed it?
How does it feel for the children
you work with?
What does it look and feel like
from their height?
How does it make the adults feel?
What happens when it’s
changed?
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stop and think:
Do you automatically put the
lights on in the morning and
forget about them for the rest of
the day? Make a mental note to
stop and check the light levels
during the day and if there is
enough natural daylight, turn
off the artificial lights; you’ll be
surprised how quickly you and
the children adapt to a more
natural source of light.
Children with autism often have a
particular sensitivity to fluorescent
lights as they appear to flicker.
This can cause a great deal of
discomfort and trigger repetitive
behaviours. Consider if this might
be an issue for your children.
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Ideas for improvements to
lighting in your school/
setting
•

•

Make use of natural daylight
as much as possible as
learners are more creative and
energised in natural light, it
gives the best colour rendition
and you will save energy. Plan
the location of activities near
windows to maximise natural
light.
Be aware of glaring sunshine
and too much brightness so
use blinds or shutters to control
glare levels.

•

•

•
•

•
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Overheating in classrooms
is becoming more of a
problem with the use of more
technology and higher light
levels.
Over heating may need to be
controlled, especially where
babies are not mobile.
Use sun pipes to bring daylight
into the back of the room.
Use roof lights which have up
stand walls to prevent glare.
BB90 recommends that 12m2
of window along one side
is needed for an average
classroom 68m2. The addition
of roof lights and sun pipes can
improve this but orientation
of the windows is key ie north
facing not south facing to avoid
over heating and glare.
Consider the location of
whiteboards and computers
carefully so they don’t have
their backs to the window
and don’t face the windows
to avoid glare. Bright, light,
uncluttered wall ceiling and
floor surfaces will reduce the
need for artificial lighting.

•

•
•

•

•
•

•

Tinted glass is not
recommended since lack of
light can cause depression
anxiety and fatigue and
Seasonal Affective Disorder
(SAD).
Use artificial lighting with flair.
Light fittings can be located
over specific areas eg, pendant
light over story telling area.
Use pendant lights in corridors
and staff/parents rooms or in
smaller classrooms.
Fit task lights over desks,
workstations and tables.
Ensure fluorescent light fittings
are full spectrum tubes, ie use
the full colour spectrum as does
natural daylight.
Ensure that windows are not
used as extra display space
by painting them or covering
with pictures which then block
out the light. Also, consider the
weight, colour and coverage of
heavy blinds and curtains.
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Carry out a light audit
Walk around your space and
assess how much light is actually
needed in each area. Identify
where the light is coming from;
is it natural, artificial, supporting
engagement or actually creating a
difficult space to spend time in?

Think about how to organise
activities that need medium light
levels for example:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Discussion
Story telling
Play
Waiting areas
Group work areas
Staff rooms

Think where to put activities that
need low light levels, for example:
•
•

•
•

Over head projectors
Screen projection/
whiteboards, wherever
possible, boards should be
tilted so that reflected glare is
directed towards the ceiling
Computer work
Sensory rooms

Consider task lighting and mood
lighting separately. By providing
separate controls this can be
more energy efficient in daily use
and easier to use ie switch lights
next to windows separately. The
proportion of total Primary energy
used for lighting in education has
been calculated at 22% *
Turn off lights when not in use and
teach children to do this as part of
their life skills!

stop and
think:
Think about the strength
and source of light that
you prefer for these
activities. Why is that?
How does it affect your
concentration levels and
comfort?
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References and Glossary
Illuminance (known as lux) is the
recommended amount of light
needed so that tasks can be carried
out safely and efficiently. The more
complex a task the more light is
needed in principle, for example
Circulation 150 lux Classroom desk
300 lux.
Avoid lighting with low flicker rates.
Full spectrum fluorescent lighting is
preferable.

See also useful
information:
BREEAM Schools Assessment
Manual, available from www.
breeam.org/schools.html
Building Bulletin 76, BB 76,
Maintenance of Electrical Services,
DCSF.
Building Bulletin 87, BB 87,
Guidelines for Environmental
Design in Schools, DCSF, from
www.teachernet.gov.uk/energy
Building Bulletin 98, BB 98, Briefing
Framework for Secondary School
Projects.

DCSF Standard Specifications,
layouts and dimensions 4 Lighting
Systems in Schools by Department
of Schools and Families ISBN:
978-1-84775-050-1 © Crown
Copyright 2007 Published by the
Department for Children, Schools
and Families.
* The Green Building Bible 4th
Edition Principal Author Richard
Nicholls Editor Keith Hall Published
Green Building Press. www.
greenbuildingbible.co.uk
For more information please visit
www.elizabethjarmanltd.co.uk

Building Bulletin 90, BB 90,
Lighting Design for Schools, DCSF,
from www.teachernet.gov.uk/
lighting
Building Bulletin 77, BB 77,
Designing for Pupils with Special
Educational Needs and Disabilities
in Schools.
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