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Located almost on the equator in a poor neighbourhood of the Rwandan  
capital of Kigali, the Umubano Primary School was designed as a self-sustain-
ing organisation that offers quality education at affordable fees, especially  
for vulnerable or orphaned children. At full capacity it will welcome 300 pupils 
aged between 5 and 11.

Constructed on a steep hillside, the school comprises seven single-storey 
buildings that house nine classrooms, an administrative block and a library, 
laid out over five terraced “platforms” to combat the slope. This ingenious 
solution, which also helps solve problems of heavy water flow and consequent 
hill erosion in the rainy seasons, defines classroom space and also “court-
yards” or open, shaded teaching areas, as well as separate play areas for  
different age groups. Each platform accommodates two or three classrooms 
linked by zigzagging walkways that connect the different levels.

The classrooms are housed in simple rectangular buildings, allowing flexibility 
in the internal arrangement of furniture, with walls of local earth bricks  
(left unplastered) topped by double-slope corrugated roof panels supported 
on a simple steel structure. The “back” walls act as retaining structures  
since they lie against the slope of the hill. The introduction of a clerestory into 
the height difference between the two roof pitches provides cross ventilation 
and natural light. “Holes” created in the walls through a varied placing  
of the bricks in certain areas also aid natural air circulation (and so, reduced 
energy consumption), and create interesting patterns of light and shade, 
enlivening the linearity of the front facades. Ceilings and doors are thatched 
with reed, a traditional skill; indeed, the use of local materials, skills and  
workforce meant that the project is well integrated into its site.

Outside, small stone retaining walls form terraced steps that, together  
with the long low shapes of the brick buildings, make the school instantly  
recognisable from afar and double as good outdoor seating. Indeed, the  
school has become a landmark for the neighbourhood, which has benefited 
greatly from its presence: the government serviced the site with electricity 
and water; streets and drainage systems were improved; and new settlers 
were attracted by the opportunity for quality education at low costs,  
in turn upgrading their houses.
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cLient
A Partner in Education, London, UK:
Brooks Newark, founder and executive director

Architect
MASS Design Group, Boston, USA:
Michael P. Murphy Jr, co-founder and  
executive director
Alan Ricks, co-founder and chief  
operating officer
Sierra Bainbridge, senior director
Ryan Leidner, Marika Shiori-Clark, Ebbe 
Straithairn, Branden Collins, Andrew Brose, 
project team

contrActor And engineer
UJENGE, Kigali, Rwanda:
Patrick Setibatigita, principal

Project dAtA
Built area: 900 m2

Cost: 350,000 USD
Commission: January 2007
Design: January 2007
Construction: July 2010–July 2011
Completion: July 2011

MAss design grouP
MASS Design Group is a non-profit architec-
tural firm committed to building better  
buildings, as well as enabling the people who 
build them. Guided under the leadership of  
co-founders Michael Murphy and Alan Ricks 
and director Sierra Bainbridge, MASS has 
offices in Boston, MA, and Kigali, Rwanda. The 
firm is currently working in Rwanda, Liberia, 
Haiti, the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
and Uganda. MASS employs a mode atypical 
from traditional architecture, conducting 
immersive research in communities not only  
to build context-appropriate, safer and  
healthier facilities, but also to leverage local 
material markets, lead training workshops,  
spur craft development and foster economic 
empowerment in the process. MASS believes 
that the inclusive process to construct,  
maintain, learn from and replicate this new 
infrastructure is instrumental to healthier and 
more resilient communities.

websites
www.apartnerineducation.org
www.massdesigngroup.org
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