








Why Good Schools Matter  
Interview with Lord David Puttnam

employees, for example? Why would 
schools be different? There have been very 
few attempts to dignify the profession, 
and a serious effort has to be made now. 

Architecture Ireland (AI)
RIAI President Paul Keogh has supported 
your criticism and in his response to 
The Irish Times (21 January), he said 
that “according to the Department of 
Education’s own website, 1,100 schools are 
currently seeking major capital investment, 
while less than 250 are in architectural 
planning and construction”. Are you 
alarmed by these findings? 

DP I agree with Paul Keogh’s remarks. In 
the economic boom of the past decade 
we have had any number of tax breaks 
offered if you wanted to invest in a hotel 
or apartment. I have yet to see any tax 
breaks that apply to building a school. 
The public has not been offered the 
opportunity to invest our taxes in the 
infrastructure of our schools. There has 
been also no benchmarking exercise to 
look at Ireland in an international context, 
comparing our education infrastructure 
and the IT capacity of our schools with 
that of countries with similar challenges 
and opportunities. We need to find out, 
what do they do right that Ireland is 
doing wrong? If the Irish Government 
has not undertaken any comparative 
benchmarking, how do we know where 
we stand? 

AI Taoiseach Brian Cowen has said in the 
Government’s Framework Plan Building 
Ireland’s Smart Economy that “continued 
commitment to high levels of investment 
in infrastructure will provide an important 
basis for economic recovery”. How 
important is in your opinion the availability 
of a quality educational infrastructure for 
Ireland to deliver the Smart Economy? 

DP It is essential. In the 1970s, Ireland 
got off to a flying start by getting its 
technology act together faster than 
other countries, thereby creating inward 
investment. The ball was completely 
dropped in the last ten years when the 

revenue was coming in. Why did we 
invest in apartment buildings that we 
don’t live in rather than in the essential 
infrastructure of our schools and our 
health system? Are our children not more 
valued? If the Taoiseach means what he 
says about building Ireland’s future, then 
we need to set new priorities. It’s about 
priority and political will.  

AI What priorities has the UK set in terms 
of investment in education? 

DP There have been dramatic 
improvements in the UK and every month, 
12 new schools are opened. This is the 
biggest investment in school building since 
Victorian England. If the Better Schools 
programme, which was started in 2000, is 
completed, it will mean that every single 
school in the UK will have been either 
rebuild or refurbished by 2020. It involves 
just under 7000 schools and includes the 
necessary rewiring and equipping with 
technology. It will transform these schools 
into 21st century teaching spaces. As 
part of my advisory role for the Labour 
Government, I also looked at international 
exemplars, and it emerged that the Nordic 
countries and Singapore are particularly 
leading the way. 

AI What has been the response in Ireland 
to your comments in The Irish Times? 

DP I received many letters in response to 
the report in The Irish Times. A Principal of 
a primary school in Bantry has described 
how the school had been refused funding 
by the Department of Education to replace 
two prefabs, one condemned as unsafe, 
with a permanent building. According to 
the Principal, they then decided to replace 
the prefabs themselves, with support 
from the Sisters of Mercy and the County 
Council.  The school still needs another 
40,000 Euro to finish the job they started. 
I have also been asked to speak at a 
conference of principals and head teachers 
in Ireland in October this year.  

AI Lord Puttnam, thank you very much 
for the interview. 

According to a recent RTE News report, 
over 10,000 children will be starting 
primary school in Ireland every year, the 
result of our baby boom. Alongside a 
shortage of places, many schools are 
housed in substandard accommodation 
and are lacking critical IT capacity. Lord 
David Puttnam, who has a home in West 
Cork, recently described the condition 
of our schools as a “cause for national 
shame” (The Irish Times, 20 January). 
Architecture Ireland asked Lord David 
Puttnam what had prompted these critical 
remarks. 

Lord David Putnam (DP)
After I retired from film production, I 
became an advisor to two successive 
Ministers of Education, including Estelle 
Morris, with the Labour Government in 
the UK.  In this capacity, I have visited 
over 400 schools in the UK and I have 
also seen a dozen or so in Ireland. In 
recent times, I have watched a major 
transformation in the UK in terms of the 
quality of its educational infrastructure. 
I have seen at first hand the enormous 
difference it makes to teachers and 
students, if they are being in taught in 
a modern, quality environment. It makes 
them feel that someone has cared about 
what they do. 

In Ireland, there is currently a massive 
disconnect between what is the norm in 
the private sector and in our schools. Why 
should we expect to recruit good teachers 
to work in substandard accommodation, 
when we don’t expect that of KPMG 
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1) Where did you study and what did 
you do next?
After graduating from UCD in 1995, I worked 
for a year in the Project Arts Centre as a 
lighting technician; I wasn’t sure if I wanted to 
continue with architecture or get into theatre. 
Then I won a scholarship and went to Berlin 
where I did a two-year combined Set Design/
Architecture study at the Kunsthochschule 
Berlin-Weisensee. After that, I got my first 
proper job in Libeskind’s Berlin office.
 
2) What did you enjoy most in the design of 
the Grand Canal Theatre?
Seeing all the pieces coming together. 
That must be the most exciting thing for any 
architect, when it begins to become a building. 
There was great satisfaction to see that all 
the work our team had done had paid off in 
the end.

3) What was the most challenging aspect of 
the project?
The complexity of client body, design team, 
contractor team etc. 

Handling the vast amount of information, 
and the construction program was extremely 
demanding, it was like feeding a big monster, 
which got very annoyed if it didn’t get 
information in time.

4) What building type would you still like to 
design?
A house for someone with an open mind and 
deep pockets.

5) Which ‘material’ offers for you the most 
possibilities?
Light.

6) What is the most important object in your 
to day-to-day work?
My bicycle.

7) Whose work do you admire?
Farmers and builders all over the world, 
whose work we architects see and study and 
try to relearn what they do. I was recently 
in the Swiss Alps and saw very old timber 
shed buildings that were built like Zen 
temples, incredible.

8) What exhibitions have you recently seen?
Just today, online, I saw images of an amazing 
exhibition by Olafur Elliason, an Icelandic 
artist. He’s a guy I almost worked for in Berlin 
many years ago, and since then he’s become 
a bit of a star. Lots of really interesting light 
installations, very powerful, very ethereal, he’s 
got that Icelandic thing.

 
9) What books do you read?
Over the last three years, between this project 
and having small kids, I’m happy occasionally 
to read the paper, or National Geographic. 
Over the next few months however I’m 
planning to get through a few books.
 
10) What would you have become if you 
hadn’t become an architect?
In the past, I worked a lot in theatre and 
I would love to do that again sometime. 
Otherwise, there are so many things I’d like 
to try out. It’s hard to know; I guess this is a 
good time to find out.

10 Questions
for Feargal Doyle
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