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Umubano Primary School 
Kigali, Rwanda 
 
 
I. Introduction 
 

The Umubano Primary School is constituted of nine buildings hosting 105 children from age 5 to 11. 
It is located in Kabeza, a neighbourhood of Kigali, the capital of Rwanda. The neighbourhood is on a 
slope of one of the hills of Kigali. The general conditions of the neighbourhood are not of high 
quality, though people do not look as though they are really disadvantaged compared to the 
inhabitants of highly populated areas in Kigali. 
 
The access roads are not paved and, from evidence, suffer from being washed away by the rain. 
Electricity and water are supplied in the area but there is no sewerage system (this is the case in most 
of Kigali popular areas). 
 
This school was built by “A Partner in Education” (APIE), a UK NGO involved in providing good 
standard education facilities in the country, with the collaboration of Eugene Rudasingwa’s 
Girubuntu organisation. The land on which the school was built is the property of Brooks Newark, a 
British MP who launched the project. 
 
The school first referred to as Girubuntu Primary School but now operates under the name of 
Umubano Primary School. 
 
MASS Design is a group of young architects operating in Boston with offices in Haiti and Rwanda. 
They started MASS Design Group as a not-for-profit organisation in 2007. Michael Murphy is the 
president and executive director of the group. 

 
 
II. Contextual Information 
 
A. Brief historical background 
 

Rwanda is a country of 26,338 square kilometres with a population of over 11 million. The density is 
419.77 inhabitants per square kilometre. 
 
The project is located in Kigali, the capital city of 1,000,000 inhabitants. The city was founded in 
1907 during the period of German colonisation in Rwanda. It was designated capital of the country 
in 1962. 
 
Rwanda has recently suffered the turmoil of a genocide (1994) and that period is still very alive in 
the minds and spirits of the people. 
 
Efforts to recover from this situation and to rebuild the country are being undertaken by both the 
government and the people through NGOs and diverse associations. 
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MASS Design Group was commissioned to design the school in 2007. 
 
B. Local architectural character, including prevalent forms and materials 
 

The city of Kigali still incorporates a big rural area (30%). Like many parts of the Rwandan territory, 
it is composed of several hills linked together by the road network. Though very important, the rural 
side of the city is not physically very different from the rest of the town. 
 
There is an important differentiation between the housing schemes and the office/administrative new 
areas of the city. The new “modern” architecture of Kigali is characterised by an intensive use of 
steel, concrete and glazing while houses are generally built of compressed stabilised-earth bricks. 
 
The buildings are high and located mostly on the main roads. The transition to the housing areas is 
very smooth and there is no clear break in the visual continuity of the city. 
 
Now it is very difficult to identify any specific use of traditional architectural features in buildings in 
Kigali (whether administrative or offices, as well as housing). The traditional round shape of rural 
housing in Rwanda has been completely abandoned in the cities. The materials and thatching have 
been replaced by brick housing in almost every place that we visited. A governmental decision 
banned traditional thatching after a series of fires caused the death of several people. However, in 
doing so, the government eradicated traditional housing (shapes and materials) almost everywhere in 
the country. 
 
The Umubano School is completely integrated into this context and fits in well with the overall 
brick-housing image that one sees in the popular areas of Kigali. 

 
C. Climatic conditions 
 

Located 1°58’S and 30°07’E, Kigali is almost on the equator. 
 
The altitude of the city (1,400 m average) defines a particular climate. The city is green and rainfalls 
are significant all through the year. 
 
The temperature averages between 18°C and 20°C, maximum being around 27°C and minimum 
under 10°C. 
 
Two rainy seasons exist (short and long). Rainfall is steady and not heavy during the long rainy 
season while there are thunderstorms and heavy rains for short periods during the short rainy season. 

 
D. Immediate surroundings of the site 
 

The Umubano School is located in an area called Kabeza close to the main road to the airport. The 
precise location is the former village of Nyarurembo, which has become an integrated 
neighbourhood of the city of Kigali. That community used to be a very poor one. It has since 
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improved with services from the city and central government (rainwater drainage, electricity, water 
provision, though there are still some leaks). There is no sewerage system in the neighbourhood. 

 
The neighbourhood is composed of individual houses located on single pieces of land of different 
sizes, most of them over 300 square metres. 
 
These houses have an individual design but all of them relate to architectural references close to 
cottages and housing that can be found in the Western world. A small bridge has been built that 
allows direct connection between this area and the school. 
 
The materials used for the buildings around Umubano Primary School are all compressed-earth 
bricks, but information was gathered showing that this was not the case when the construction 
started. It would seem that the school has had an important influence on the improvement in quality 
of buildings there. 
 
Access is very difficult because of the steep slope of the hill of Kabeza. The school can be accessed 
by cars, “moto-taxis” and foot. 

 
E Topography 
 

The school is built on a hillside. The slope is pretty steep (more than 45° in some places so the 
architects had to find a solution to cope with the difficult topography. This was achieved through 
designing a series of platforms defining space for both the classrooms and the “courtyards” and open 
terraces for every age category of children. 

 
 
III. Programme 
 
A. History of the inception of the project 
 

In 2007 British MP Brooks Newark decided to support the construction of the Umubano School in 
Kigali through the NGO, A Partner in Education (APIE). He partnered with Eugene Rudasingwa 
(unfortunately, we could not meet him during our trip to Rwanda) to launch the project. Mr 
Rudasingwa already ran an orphanage named Girubuntu (which means “giving a hand”). A legal 
dispute occurred over the ownership of the school, which was first settled by the Ministry of Justice, 
as the land is still the property of Mr Newark. Girubuntu operated one year on the site of the 
Umubano School, though AIPE was opposed to that. AIPE went ahead with the school, naming it 
Umubano (“getting together”), while Girubuntu continued working on its own as an orphanage. 
Girubuntu filed a lawsuit against Umubano and, after a first hearing, the case is still pending. 
 
The main goal of AIPE was to create a self-sustaining organisation that could provide high-quality 
education without charging too high fees. The system was set up whereby paying students’ fees will 
compensate for students from vulnerable families. For this year 10% of the students have been 
identified as beneficiaries of this system. They pay the equivalent of USD 8 per term, while others 
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pay USD 370, and are provided with everything they need including uniforms and free meals. 
However APIE still supports half of the school budget through donations. 
 
It is expected that in its third year, when the school will be at full capacity, it will become self-
sustainable, while the percentage of children from vulnerable families will increase. Those families 
are identified as such by the local authorities. 

 
B. How were the architects and specialists chosen? 
 

The architects were commissioned directly by APIE to design the project. 
 
C. General programme objectives 
 

The main objective of the project was to give the children of this poor neighbourhood the 
opportunity to access a very good educational facility and receive an excellent education. 

 
D. Functional requirements 
 

The architects were asked to design a facility that could host (at its peak) 300 children. First they had 
to identify the functional requirements and so they visited a number of schools in the city and in the 
country to have a good understanding of the allocation of space for the different age groups of school 
children. From there, the architects drew up general ideas about the programme, volumes and 
surfaces and drafted their proposals. 
 
The different steps were reviewed by the client. 

 
 
IV. Description 
 
A. Building data 
 

The school is composed of seven buildings with nine classrooms, an administrative block and a 
library that is designed to accommodate a computer centre, for a total area of 900 square metres. The 
computer centre will be functional only when the school can buy or is offered computers. For the 
moment that place is used as a storage room. 
 
The massing is designed over five platforms that solve the steep slope issues. Each platform is 
dedicated to a specific group of children or to a specific activity. This made it possible to retain the 
slope and thus continue to merge into the general image of the neighbourhood. 
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B. Evolution of design concepts 
 
1. Response to physical constraints  
 

The need to adapt the school to the topography of the site led to the definition of platforms, each of 
them designed to accommodate two or three classrooms, with a specific platform for the 
administration and the library. These platforms are linked by a walkway that communicates 
smoothly with the different “levels” of the project. In addition, these platforms constitute both 
separate “courtyards” and play areas (to reduce the risk occurring from mixing children of different 
ages in the same area) and extra outdoor space for tuition. 

 
2. Response to user requirements 
 

The separation of the different platforms is the first of a series of answers to the needs of the users. 
The particular form of pedagogy implies the possibility to organise classroom space freely, breaking 
the dichotomy between the space of the teacher (in front) and the space of the children. The children 
sit at groups of three to four tables, which creates a very friendly atmosphere. 
 
Nursery and first-year classrooms are close to the administration block, while fifth–sixth-year 
classrooms are located further down the hill. 
 
Bathrooms are located in two blocks (one at the top of the hill and one at the bottom). 

 
3. Purely formal aspects  
 

The architecture of the school is very simple. Each building constitutes one block under a 10-degree 
sloped roof. Each building is on a platform perpendicular to the general slope of the site. As the long 
sides of the buildings are perpendicular to the slope, they always fit in to the general landscape, 
though this particular shape makes it quite easy to “read” them against the “blocks” of the 
surrounding houses. 
 
The fact that the shape of the hill has been used to organise the platforms makes it difficult to ensure 
direct cross ventilation through the rooms, as the back walls (north-east) stand against the hill. 
Therefore a corrugated plastic clerestory was designed in a double-pitched roof to help ventilation 
through the classrooms. This clerestory creates a very individual form for all the buildings. 
 
Lively designs have been created through varied placing of bricks on some area of the facades. Often 
creating holes through the walls, these enriched brick areas break the linearity of the front facades of 
the buildings, while creating an interesting pattern of shadows in the afternoon. 
 
Traditional motifs have not been used in the building and specific decoration is absent, apart from 
very discreet colours on the outside structure of each block. 
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The doors have been specifically designed using the skills of Rwandan thatchers. Not only do they 
produce a very nice effect, they also ensure some ventilation. The skills of the thatchers were also 
employed on the ceiling design  
 
The use of limestone blocks for the outside retaining, or terracing, walls completes the unique “feel” 
of the buildings and of the landscaping. 

 
4. Landscaping 
 

The landscaping is an essential part of this project. Outdoor space is used by the children during 
breaks and every now and then by the professors during their classes. The organisation of the space 
as “stages” allows the outdoor space to be used a bit like an amphitheatre. The walkways allow a 
continuity of the space that could otherwise be very dispersive. From a visual point of view, the light 
structure of the buildings, the use of ordinary materials and the greens of the space help create a 
continuity of the outside space with a central “flow” of nature that makes the landscaping a very 
important part of the project. The vegetation on the slopes helps stabilise the hillside and prevents 
serious mudslides after rainfalls. Organising the area into platforms also cleverly diminishes the 
quantity and speed of water directly flowing down the slope. 

 
C. Structure, materials, technology 
 
1. Structural systems 
 

The buildings are designed on a very simple structural form. The classrooms are rectangular and 
made of stabilised-earth bricks covered with corrugated roof panels. These panels are supported by a 
steel structure and form a double-slope roof that, with the clerestory, allows ventilation and light. 
 
All the buildings are only one storey. 

 
2. Materials 
 

Structural members 
 
A breast wall is set at the top of the site for general stabilisation. As for all foundation walls, this 
structure is drained. Retaining structures and foundations are made of stone and cement. 
 
The vertical structure is a combination of concrete poles and beams (against the slope, which form 
part of the retaining structure), steel structures (for the outdoor overhangs of roofs) and structural 
walls. The roof structure is made of single steel tubes, and the roof itself is made of corrugated metal 
sheets. 
 
Infill materials 
 
The infill walls also play a structural role. They are made of stabilised-earth bricks. 
Windows are made of metal frames with clear glass. 
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Doors are made of metal frames with thatching infills. 
Reed ceilings are installed in every room. 

 
Renderings and finishes 
 
Most of the walls are not plastered and are similar to the majority of unplastered walls in Rwanda. 
The combination of brick and stone gives a unique feel to the school. 

 
3. Construction technology 
 

The very simple structure of the buildings meant that construction methods were also simple and 
known to locals (combination of brick walls and stone and cement retaining structures). Stone paving 
was used on the walkways while the outdoor playgrounds in front of the classrooms were filled with 
sand. 
 
The small retaining walls on the slopes between the spaces form terraced steps that the students and 
professors can use for sitting on. 

 
4. Building services, site utilities 
 

Electricity is provided through the National Electricity Company. The water supply is provided. 
While we were on site, water tanks were being installed. 
 
Sewerage is not provided in the area. The latrine blocks have “individual” sewerage systems. 

 
D. Origin of 
 
1. Technology 
 

The technology is based on local skills (brick and stone walls, reed ceilings) and imported items 
(steel and metal structures). 

 
2. Materials 
 

Mixed. Steel and metal are imported. 
 
3. Labour force 
 

Local. 
 
4. Professionals 

 
Architects:   USA/Rwanda 
Contractors:   Rwanda 
Consultants:   Rwanda/USA 
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V. Construction Schedule and Costs 
 
A. History of project design and implementation 
 

• commission:   2007 
• design:   2007 
• construction:   2010–11 

 
B. Total costs and main sources of financing 
 

Funded by Brooks Newmark through AIPE: 
• total cost:    350,000 USD 
• total built surface:   900 m2 

 
C. Qualitative analysis of costs  

 
388.9 USD per square metre 

 
D. Maintenance costs  
 

No heating or cooling needed in Kigali conditions. 
 
E. Ongoing costs and “life performance” of building 
 

Maintenance costs as normal. If correctly maintained the building will outlast its “legal life” of 30 
years. 

 
 
VI. Technical Assessment 
 
A. Functional assessment 
 

The classrooms are a very simple rectangular shape (almost square), allowing different organisations 
of the classes. In particular, they help to avoid the dualistic “teacher vs students” arrangement of 
usual classroom furniture. 
 
The organisation of classrooms on different platforms gives each age group a special space clearly 
identified for outdoor activities, which helps prevent accidents that may occur when mixed-age 
students play together. 
 
Each classroom has one small “yard” that can either be used for teaching or leisure activities. 
Between the classrooms, the slope has been flattened into “terraced” platforms that can also be used 
for activities and play areas. 
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B. Climatic performance 
 

Though it was difficult to ensure cross ventilation because of the slope and the fact that the walls 
“against” the slope were used as retaining structures, the difference of height between the top of the 
two pitches that constitute the roof allow upper ventilation. That gap is protected by a corrugated 
plastic clerestory, which adds to the quality of the light inside. Thatched doors increase the 
ventilation of the classrooms, as do the “holes” in the walls created by the areas of brick patterning. 

 
C. Response to treatment of water and rainfall 
 

Kigali suffers heavy rainfalls. Therefore the site design was planned to limit erosion of the hill since 
the different platforms will slow the flow of rainwater. The walkways were another response to this 
problem as they create a less sloppy way down the hill. 

 
D. Environmental response 
 

Kigali is a very dense city. As a prescription of the government, only the slope is built on and the 
valleys are left free for future infrastructure or some grazing. The school fits in to this urban 
landscape. 

 
E. Choice of materials, level of technology 
 

Most of the materials used here are very simple and the elements were easy to manufacture. The 
roof, however, was made of imported material that is considered expensive in the context of 
Rwanda, but the designers were hardly given a choice. 

 
F. Ageing and maintenance problems 
 

The building is brand new. We do not foresee any maintenance or ageing problems if correctly 
maintained. 

 
G. Design features 
 

The buildings are very simple and articulate the classrooms and outdoor space in a very smooth 
manner. The platforms, while solving the problems of water flow, also provide very good overall 
spatial organisation. The use of local bricks allows the project to be completely integrated into the 
site, while the stone retaining walls have become an easy identification marker for the school. 

 
H. Impact of the project on the site 
 

The project had a very important impact and completely changed the image of the neighbourhood. 
 
The government supported the idea and serviced the site with electricity and water provision. The 
street system was greatly improved, as was the general drainage system. 
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The opportunity for good quality education at a low cost attracted new settlers, who themselves 
improved the quality of the houses. 

 
I. Durability and long-time viability of the project 
 

Sustainability of the project depends on the capacity of AIPE to meet the challenge of providing 
good quality education at a low price while facilitating access to the school to children from 
disadvantaged families. It will take a while to achieve the goals of self-reliance, but this is an 
example of what can be done in a context of poverty to give children an opportunity to benefit from 
high standards of education. 

 
J. Interior design and furnishing 
 

Some of the furnishings were designed by the design team of the project and are well suited to the 
age of the children. Others were locally sourced. 

 
 
VII. Users 
 
A. Description of those who use or benefit from the project  
 

The children are from different social strata. The great idea about Umubano School is to help 
children from vulnerable neighbourhood families to benefit from the system of fees paid by better-
off families. 

 
B. Response to project by clients, users, community, etc. 
 
1. What do architectural professionals and the cultural “intelligentsia” think about the project? 
 

Professionals could not be interviewed about the project. 
 
2. What is the popular reaction to the project? 
 

The school has not gained wide recognition as it started operating only last year. 
 
3. What do neighbours and those in the immediate vicinity think about the project? 
 

People of the immediate vicinity look at the school as a kind of landmark for the neighbourhood. 
 
The head master of the school, interviewed on a one-to-one basis, was very proud of the quality of 
the spaces and the quality of the environment they offer children. 
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VIII. Persons Involved 
 

Architecture: MASS Design Group 
Schematic design: Sierra Bainbridge, Michael Murphy, Alan 

Ricks, Ryan Leidner, Marika Shiori-Clark, 
Ebbe Straithairn 

Design development: Sierra Bainbridge 
Construction documents: Sierra Bainbridge, Branden Collins, Andrew 

Brose, Ebbe Straithairn 
Part-time consultant for construction documents: Killian Doherty 
Construction administration: Sierra Bainbridge, Andrew Brose, Branden 

Collins, Eric Mutabazi, Michael Murphy, 
Alan Ricks 

 
Structural, civil, MEP engineering: UJENGE (owner Patrick Setibatigita) 
Contractor: UJENGE (owner Patrick Setibatigita) 
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The school is built on a hillside. The slope is pretty steep so the architects had to to cope with the 
difficult topography. This was achieved through designing a series of platforms defining space for both 
the classrooms and the “courtyards” and open terraces for every age category of children.

Each building constitutes one block under a 10-degree sloped roof and is on a platform perpendicular to 
the general slope of the site.



The organisation of classrooms on different platforms gives each age group a special space clearly 
identified for outdoor activities, which helps prevent accidents that may occur when mixed-age students 
play together.

Platforms are linked by a walkway that communicates smoothly with the different “levels” of the 
project. 



The use of limestone blocks for the outside retaining, or terracing, walls completes the unique “feel” of 
the buildings and of the landscaping.

Thatched doors increase the ventilation of the classrooms, as do the “holes” in the walls created by the 
areas of brick patterning.



The classrooms are a very simple rectangular shape (almost square), allowing different organisations 
of the classes. In particular, they help to avoid the dualistic “teacher vs students” arrangement of usual 
classroom furniture.

A specific platform is dedicated to the administration and the library, which has been designed to accom-
modate a computer centre.



MASS \\ GIRUBUNTU SCHOOL RWANDA

Client: A Partner in Education (APIE) 

Location: Kabeza, Kigali, Rwanda

Staff  Leads: Sierra Bainbridge (Project 
Manager), Michael Murphy (Director),  
Alan Ricks, Garret Ganter

Duration: MAR 2009 - JUL 2011

Project Value: $350K USD

Services Provided: Project 
Accompaniment, Architectural Design, 
Landscape Design, Masterplanning, 
Construction Administration, 
Curriculum Development

Size: 900 s.m.

Consultants: Ujenge Construction and 
Engineering

Project Description:
Girubuntu Association is a non-profi t 
school committed to the education of vul-
nerable and orphaned children in Rwanda. 
In the summer of 2007, Brooks Newmark, 
MP Essex, UK, after visiting the school, 
committed to the education and support of 
Girubuntu, including a new school campus 
in the city to replace the dilapidated exist-
ing facilities.

MASS focused not only on providing a 
building to house the school, but also on 
partnering with educational experts to en-
sure that the quality of curriculum improves 
along with the quality of the physical en-
vironment. By creating unique settings for 
education to occur within a mix of interior 
rooms and exterior teaching areas, terraced 
play spaces for children, and methods of 
improved education, the new Girubuntu 
School will provide a service to both its 
students as well as the Kigali neighborhood 

Key Features
• 7 Buildings with 9 classrooms and a 

library
• Mixed interior rooms and exterior 

teaching areas, as well as terraced play 
areas

• Curriculum development to provide 
quality education for over 300 
vulnerable or orphaned children

• Adult evening classes to promote 
and improve literacy within the wider 
community

www.massdesigngroup.org 


