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Modular buildings provide a transformative solution. 
With rapid construction times, adaptability to changing 
requirements, and eco-friendly designs, these structures 
are ideally suited for nurseries and early education 
providers. They offer stakeholders – including nursery 
owners, directors, headteachers, architects, parents, and 
children – a cost-effective, safe, and inspiring environment 
tailored for learning.

This paper explores how modular construction addresses 
the sector's unique challenges while supporting the delivery 
of high-quality, compliant, and sustainable early education 
spaces.

The early years sector in the UK is facing an 
unprecedented rise in demand for nursery 
spaces, driven by government initiatives 
such as the extension of free childcare hours 
being offered to children from 9 months to 
school age, and the growing awareness of 
the importance of early childhood education. 
However, limited physical infrastructure 
and budget constraints present significant 
challenges in meeting this demand.
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Introduction The Importance 
of Early Childhood 
EducationThe growing demand for flexible education 

spaces is reshaping the early education 
sector. With government policies such as the 
introduction of 30 hours of free childcare 
for children over 9 months and the push for 
school-based nursery provision, the sector 
faces a critical need for adaptable solutions. 

This paper examines the role of modular buildings in addressing the 
gap between increasing demand and limited space.

The recognition of early childhood education as a 
foundation for lifelong learning has increased demand 
for improved and expanded physical environments. 
Research consistently demonstrates that high-quality 
learning spaces have a direct impact on the cognitive, 
social, and emotional development of young children – 
particularly the most vulnerable.

Sir Martyn Oliver, His Majesty’s Chief 
Inspector, highlighted this point, stating:

A high-quality early education benefits all children, 
particularly the most vulnerable, and is far too 
important to be left to chance. Learning in the early 
years is fundamental to providing children with the 
tools they need to thrive throughout their education, 
and beyond. That is all the more important for children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. If we get early 
education right for our most vulnerable children, we’ll 
get it right for all children.” 

These remarks underscore the vital importance of prioritising 
early education as a way of equipping children – especially 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds – with the tools they 
need to succeed both in school and in life. It also aligns with the 
government’s opportunity mission, which will break the unfair 
link between background and opportunity. 
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Industry Challenges 
in Early Education

Growing Demand 
for Nursery Spaces
The need for additional nursery spaces in the UK has become 
a pressing issue, driven by the increasing demand for 
accessible, high-quality early childhood education. To address 
this, the government has launched an ambitious initiative to 
create 100,000 new childcare places by September 2025.

In April 2024, the first phase of the 
childcare expansion plan began, 
providing two-year-olds of eligible 
working parents with 15 free hours of 
childcare per week during term time. 
By September 2024, the scheme had 
expanded to include children as young as 
nine months, requiring 15,000 additional 
childcare places to meet demand.

Looking ahead to September 2025, 
when 30 hours of government-funded 

childcare will become available to all pre-
school-aged children of eligible working 
parents, the Department for Education 
estimates that “around 70,000 further 
places will likely be needed”.

These ambitious targets, while essential 
to address the growing demand, 
place significant strain on existing 
infrastructure. This is especially true in 
areas with limited space for new facilities 
or experiencing high population growth.

around 70,000 further 
places will likely be needed”
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Regulatory and 
Compliance 
Requirements

Nursery spaces face strict safety, 
accessibility, and environmental 
regulations. Facilities must meet 
health, fire safety, and hygiene 
standards, with clearly marked fire 
exits, emergency procedures, and 
appropriate equipment. Spaces 
should also comply with government 
guidelines, offering adaptable areas 
for play, learning, and rest, though 
minimum size requirements often fall 
short of practical needs.

Additional challenges include meeting 
Ofsted-mandated staff-to-child 
ratios, ensuring inclusivity for children 
with special educational needs and 
disabilities (SEND), and adhering 
to the Equality Act 2010 through 
structural adaptations and staff training. 
Sustainability is another growing focus, 

requiring energy-efficient materials, 
reduced carbon footprints, and 
environmentally conscious designs.
These demands highlight the complexity 
of creating safe, inclusive, and enriching 
nursery environments while managing 
regulatory and operational pressures.
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Budget and 
Funding Challenges

Budget pressures are a persistent issue in the early 
years sector, with many providers struggling to remain 
financially viable. A Department for Education (DfE) 
analysis from 2022 revealed that the median income-
to-cost ratio for early years providers in 2021 was just 
0.96, meaning half of providers were at or below the 
breakeven point. This financial fragility, exacerbated by 
the Covid-19 pandemic, reflects ongoing disruptions and 
rising operational costs.

Government funding for "free" childcare 
entitlements often fails to cover actual 
costs, forcing providers to rely on private 
fees, which can limit accessibility for 
families. Rising wages, utilities, and 
supply costs further strain resources, 
making it difficult for providers to invest 
in quality improvements or retain staff. 
These challenges are particularly acute 
for smaller providers, contributing to 

closures and childcare shortages in 
certain areas.

A sustainable funding model is urgently 
needed to balance affordability for 
families with financial stability for 
providers. Without intervention, the 
sector risks further instability, limiting 
access to critical early education.
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The Advantages of 
Modular Buildings 
in Early Education

Flexibility  
and Scalability
Modular buildings provide 
exceptional flexibility 
and scalability, making 
them particularly suited 
to early years education, 
where changing needs are 
common. These structures 
can be constructed rapidly, 
ensuring nurseries and 
pre-schools are ready to 
accommodate children 
quickly, even during times of 
sudden enrolment increases.

Their adaptable design allows 
for straightforward expansion or 
reconfiguration. Additional classrooms 
or play areas can be added with minimal 
disruption, while existing spaces can be 
repurposed to support new activities, 
such as sensory rooms or quiet zones. 
If enrolment decreases, modules can be 
removed or relocated, ensuring efficient 
use of resources.

Modular buildings also offer long-term 
versatility, with the ability to move 

entire facilities to new locations as 
demographics shift. This ensures early 
years providers can respond effectively 
to population changes, providing high-
quality learning environments wherever 
they are most needed.

By embracing modular construction, 
early years settings gain a practical, 
cost-effective solution that supports 
both immediate and future requirements.
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The Role of 
Modular Buildings

Modular buildings are prefabricated structures made up 
of individual modules that are manufactured off-site in 
controlled factory environments and then transported to their 
intended location for assembly. These innovative buildings 
are designed to meet the same standards as traditional 
construction but offer significant advantages in terms of 
efficiency, adaptability, and sustainability.

In the context of the UK’s early education 
sector, modular construction is uniquely 
suited to address pressing challenges. 
With the growing demand for high-
quality early learning environments, 
modular buildings align with the sector's 
key goals of speed, scalability, and 
flexibility.

As the early education sector continues 
to expand, modular buildings provide 
a forward-thinking solution, combining 
speed and scalability with the flexibility 
required to support young learners in 
their crucial formative years.
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Time Efficiency
The time efficiency of modular construction directly translates to financial savings: 

•	 Reduced Labour Costs:  
Shorter construction periods mean lower on-site labour expenses.

•	 Minimised Waste:  
Factory-controlled processes reduce material waste, cutting overall costs.

•	 Avoidance of Hidden Costs:  
With faster assembly and fewer delays, unexpected expenses common in 
traditional builds are largely avoided.

Overall, modular construction can reduce costs by up to 20% compared to 
conventional methods, making it an attractive option for nurseries working within 
limited budgets.

Modular construction offers 
a significant advantage in 
reducing on-site build time. 
Prefabrication occurs off-site 
in controlled environments, 
allowing nursery buildings 
to be delivered and 
assembled quickly. This 
approach eliminates common 
disruptions such as adverse 
weather or on-site delays, 
ensuring facilities can be 
operational within weeks. 
Industry studies show that 
modular construction can 
deliver buildings up to 
50% faster than traditional 
methods.

For nurseries, tight budget control is vital. Modular 
construction provides predictable, upfront costs, 
helping institutions avoid unforeseen budget 
overruns often associated with traditional building 
projects. This financial transparency allows early 
years providers to plan confidently, investing 
savings into critical areas such as educational 
resources or outdoor play equipment.
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Sustainability and 
Eco-Friendliness

Their factory-controlled construction 
process significantly reduces material 
waste – by up to 90% compared to 
traditional methods – through precision 
manufacturing and optimised resource 
use. Modular structures often use 
sustainable or recycled materials 
and can be relocated or repurposed, 
extending their lifecycle and reducing 
landfill waste.

The off-site nature of modular 
construction also reduces carbon 

emissions from transport and on-site 
activities. Features like green roofs or 
water-saving systems can additionally 
be used as interactive tools to teach 
children about sustainability, fostering 
eco-awareness from an early age.

By adopting modular construction, 
nurseries can align with environmental 
goals while benefiting from cost-
effective, eco-friendly facilities tailored 
to early education needs.

Modular buildings provide a sustainable solution for early years education by 
integrating energy-efficient features such as advanced insulation, energy-
efficient windows, and renewable energy options like solar panels. These 
designs reduce energy consumption and operational costs while creating 
comfortable environments for children.
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Design 
Flexibility
Modular buildings offer unmatched flexibility in 
designing learning environments tailored to the 
unique needs of nurseries. These structures can be 
customised to include child-friendly features such 
as vibrant interiors, sensory-rich materials, and 
layouts that encourage creativity and exploration. 
Open spaces for group activities, cosy reading 
corners, or dedicated areas for play and quiet time 
can all be incorporated seamlessly into the design.

Safety is a core priority in early years education, and modular buildings can 
be configured to meet rigorous safety standards. Features like rounded 
edges, slip-resistant flooring, and easily accessible exits can be integrated 
to create secure spaces where children can thrive. Additionally, natural 
lighting and ventilation can be optimised, contributing to a healthy and 
stimulating environment.

The flexibility of modular construction also supports future adaptation. As 
nurseries grow or their needs change, these structures can be expanded or 
reconfigured without disrupting operations, ensuring they remain aligned 
with evolving educational requirements.
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Compliance 
and Safety
Modular buildings are designed to meet the strict 
regulatory requirements that nurseries must adhere to, 
ensuring compliance with fire safety, accessibility, and 
hygiene standards. Fire-resistant materials, emergency 
exits, and sprinkler systems can be included to align 
with fire safety codes, providing peace of mind to staff 
and parents alike.

Accessibility is another critical consideration in early years facilities. Modular 
structures can be designed to include features such as ramps, wide doorways, and 
accessible toilets, ensuring all children, including those with disabilities, can access 
and benefit from the learning environment. These features help nurseries meet legal 
requirements under regulations such as the Equality Act.

Hygiene is particularly important in spaces for young children. Modular buildings 
can incorporate easy-to-clean surfaces, robust ventilation systems, and dedicated 
facilities for food preparation or diaper changing, supporting the high standards 
necessary in early years settings. These compliance measures not only enhance 
safety but also create a nurturing space that prioritises the health and well-being of 
every child.
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Best Practices 
for Implementing 
Modular Buildings 
in Early Education

Planning 
for Growth

25

Assessing future space requirements is vital when 
implementing modular buildings for early education. 
Begin by analysing enrolment trends, anticipated 
growth, and the potential need for additional 
classrooms or facilities. Modular solutions provide 
scalability, allowing for future expansions with 
minimal disruption. Develop a phased approach 
to construction, enabling modules to be added or 
reconfigured as needed to accommodate evolving 
requirements. Engaging with modular building 
providers early in the planning process can offer 
valuable insights into design flexibility and cost-
effective strategies for managing growth. 
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Customising Spaces 
for Educational Needs
Designing modular spaces to meet the 
needs of early childhood learning ensures 
functionality and engagement. Consider 
layouts that encourage interactive learning, 
such as open-plan classrooms or dedicated 
zones for creative activities. Incorporate 
areas for quiet time, reading corners, and 
sensory play. Modular buildings can also 
be tailored with bespoke features such as 
child-friendly fixtures, natural light, and 
integrated outdoor access to enhance the 
learning environment. Adding elements such 
as child-level windows and vibrant colours 
can create a stimulating and nurturing space 
for young learners. 
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Collaboration with 
Stakeholders

Navigating 
Regulations

Effective collaboration with stakeholders is 
essential for the success of modular building 
projects. Engage early with education 
authorities to understand curriculum and 
operational requirements. Involve architects 
and design teams to create spaces that 
meet safety, accessibility, and educational 
standards. Regular communication with 
teachers, parents, and administrators builds 
trust and helps refine designs to address 
specific educational goals. Establishing a 
project team that includes representatives 
from all stakeholder groups ensures decisions 
align with community expectations and 
project objectives. 

Adhering to regulations is critical when 
deploying modular buildings in nurseries. 
Familiarise yourself with national and local 
requirements related to safety, accessibility, 
and environmental standards. Work closely 
with regulatory bodies to ensure all aspects 
of construction and design comply with codes 
for early education facilities. Partnering with 
experienced modular building providers 
simplifies this process, ensuring all necessary 
guidelines are met. Using providers with a 
proven track record in the education sector 
provides reassurance regarding regulatory 
compliance and quality standards.
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The Future 
of Modular 
Construction 
in Early 
Education

Re-purposing Primary School Space
The growing demand for nurseries in the UK, driven 
by the imminent expansion of funded childcare, 
has highlighted the urgent need to reimagine how 
educational spaces are utilised. Alex Raher, architect 
and co-founder of Delve Architects, notes that 
transforming underused primary school classrooms 
into nursery spaces is an effective strategy to 
address this demand. Following the government’s 
announcement  
on 11th September 2024, pledging to deliver 3,000 
new nurseries by re-purposing existing school 
spaces, this approach has gained significant 
momentum.

While converting unused classrooms is a 
practical and timely solution, Raher advocates 
for a broader focus on retrofitting commercial 
buildings. This strategy can complement classroom 
transformations by creating additional capacity 
in urban areas where space is scarce. Retrofitting 
offers a cost-effective and environmentally friendly 
alternative to new builds, aligning with sustainability 
goals. Modular construction plays a crucial role in 

this vision, enabling flexible and efficient upgrades 
to existing spaces, ensuring that nurseries are 
designed to meet modern standards while reducing 
environmental impact.

Long-term Market Growth
The modular building market is poised for sustained 
growth, particularly within the education sector, 
as schools and nurseries seek cost-effective, 
scalable, and sustainable solutions to meet evolving 
demands. Global trends suggest that the modular 
construction industry will experience significant 
expansion, with forecasts predicting a compound 
annual growth rate (CAGR) of over 6% through the 
next decade. The need for flexibility in education 
spaces, driven by fluctuating enrolments and 
government funding initiatives, is propelling this 
growth. Modular solutions address these challenges 
by offering quick deployment, reduced construction 
costs, and minimal disruption to ongoing 
educational activities.

In early education, the application of modular 
buildings is expected to grow in response to 

policies like the expansion of funded childcare in 
the UK and other global initiatives prioritising early 
childhood development. Modular classrooms and 
nurseries are increasingly being designed with 
long-term adaptability in mind, allowing schools 
to reconfigure or expand spaces as requirements 
evolve. Furthermore, the integration of advanced 
technologies – such as smart systems for energy 
efficiency and sustainable materials – is broadening 
the appeal of modular construction. As education 
systems worldwide prioritise environmental 
sustainability and operational efficiency, modular 
buildings are set to become an integral part of the 
future education infrastructure.

Sustainability
As the education sector increasingly prioritises 
sustainability, modular construction is emerging 
as a key solution for eco-friendly development in 
early education. Modern modular buildings are 
often designed with energy efficiency in mind, 
incorporating features such as solar panels, green 
roofs, and highly insulated materials to reduce 
carbon footprints. Emerging technologies are also 
transforming these spaces into “smart  
classrooms” that optimise both energy use  
and learning outcomes.

Smart systems, such as automated lighting and 
heating, adjust based on occupancy and natural 
light, reducing energy consumption. IoT-enabled 
devices can monitor air quality and temperature to 
create healthier learning environments for children. 
Moreover, these advancements align with broader 
environmental goals by integrating renewable energy 
sources and using recycled or sustainably sourced 
materials during construction. These innovations not 
only enhance sustainability but also create engaging 
and future-ready spaces for early education.
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Conclusion
Modular buildings offer a practical and 
innovative solution to the pressing 
challenges in early education. Their 
flexibility, cost-effectiveness, speed, and 
sustainability make them an invaluable 
tool for meeting the rising demand for 
nursery spaces. By embracing modular 
construction, stakeholders can provide 
children with the safe, stimulating, and 
compliant environments they deserve.
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