36 PIP seminar: Education

Diversity in study

The teachers’ mantra that no two children are the same also applies to school
buildings. Architects must maximise the benefit to the pupils, students, staff

and site
Words: Pamela Buxton

You could hardly get amore diverse bunch of
education buildingsthanthose featuredinthe
latest PIP education seminar. Fromalow-rising
specialneedsschoolin Ballymenatoanintensely
urban school in a wealthy London borough,

and fromacoastal arts/education centretoa
Stirling Prize nominated teaching pavilionin the
landscaped environs of an Oxford college, their
differencesare clear.

They all, however, demonstrate the extra
level of thinkingthatarchitects, in collaboration
with consultantsand manufacturers, canbringto
even the most challenging of briefs. So concluded
conference chair and PIP editor Jan-Carlos
Kucharek, and afterlisteningto the presentations
itwasdifficulttodisagree.

Dixon Jones’ Marlborough Primary Schoolin
Chelsea, which surely wins the prize for the most
challengingsite, isindicative of the different
waysthat new local authority school buildings
arenow being delivered. Funded viaa Section 106
agreement linked to the development of luxury
housing, the projectalsohadtoincorporatea
pedestrian passage and acommercial office
development, leaving ameagre footprint of just
80mby40mtobuildaschooltohousearisein
numbers from 300 to 450 pupils.

Dixon Jones’ solutionisimpressive —a
densely stacked building steppingup to five
storeys which makes a virtue of necessity by
creating a cascade of rooftop terraces for outdoor
playandlearning. The entiretyisrealised with
careful reference tolocal architecture including
the delightful Michelin Building, which inspired
the use of glazed brick with yellow, blue and
greenaccent colours. Not only doesthe project
meetitseducation and commercial brief, like the
distinctive Victorian school it replaced, it creates
aschool with astrong civic presence, according to
associate director Paul Jolly.

‘Whatacontrastin terms of context with
Castle Tower School, aspecial educational
needs through-school arranged over one and
two storeysaround courtyardsin Ballymena,

Above By intelligently
stacking the
programme, Dixon
Jones managed to
increase Marlborough
Primary School’s head
count from 300 to
450 pupils.

Right The entrance
lobby of Niall
McLaughlin’s Sultan
Nazrin Shah Centre
at Worcester College
Oxford.
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Northern Ireland. Isherwood and Ellis’s design
used shared central and social concourse facilities
tolink otherwise unconnected primary and
secondary accommodation, with a separate
entrance for nursery children and a dedicated
postl6 zone within the post-primaryblock. The
architect wisely took charge ofthe design of the
entrance canopy over the important drop-off
zone, incorporating the full colour spectrum
intothe sweeping formtoreflect, saysarchitect
Arthur Sloan, the school’scommitment to
inclusivity. Classroom designs are standardized
where possible to avoid too much change, which
some students would find challenging. Thereis
alsoeasyaccesstooutside ‘de-escalation’areasas
well asthe provision of specialist facilities such
asbounce areas, hydrotherapy poolsand sensory
rooms, plus aclimbing wall. Isherwood and Ellis
alsorose tothe challenge of providing stairsin
aspecial needsschool, choosing to celebrate
themasawide terrace with two flights of stairs
interspersed with seating.

Acoustic control —always vitalin any school -
isallthe more importantinaspecial needsschool
where uncontrolled noise levels can be upsetting
aswellasdetrimental toacademic performance
and teachers’vocal health. Rockwool technical
specification manager Justin Lewis described
acollaboration with RMA Architectsonthe
National Autistic Schoolin Chigwell, one of its
many education sector projects. Here Rockwool
installationsinthe soffits and flatroofshave
helped create a calm setting that exceeds BB93
acoustic standardsaswell asachieving sufficient
thermal andfire performance.

Another close manufacturer-architect
collaboration, at the Quarterhouse artsand
education centre in Folkestone, demonstrates
how abespoke solution can elevate ahumble
material tothe key design feature of abuilding.
Architectural metals and meshes supplier
Cadisch MDA fulfilled Alison Brooks Architects’
visionofascreenacrossthe elevation inspired
by thetranslucency of scallop shells. Afteran
exhaustive collaborative process detailing the
design, expansion and finish of the mesh, the
polyester powder coated mesh wasbent over
abarrel piece by piece by hand toachievethe
required curvature then riveted and welded into
framesandinstalled with particular attention to
minimising the fixings.

Niall McLaughlin Architects’impressive
Sultan Nazrin Shah Centre at the University of
Oxford’s Worcester College, isanother highly
crafted building, thistimeinthe further
education sector. Associate Alastair Crockett
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Above Common breakout areas are well-
attenuated to avoid noise contamination at Castle
Tower school in Ballymena.

described the fascinating process behind the
design of the steam-bent oak seating, which has
integral fold-down tables discretely incorporated
intoitsbacks, and the effortstomarry comfort
and functionality with visual purity. We
learntabout the radiating, fluted roof over the
auditorium, inspired by the folds of afan and
createdin glassreinforced gypsum cast from CNC
cut moulds, and also the labour of love that went
intorealisingthe elegant Clipsham limestone
masonry in collaboration with stonemason
Szerelmey. This building, nominated for the
Stirling Prize, also demonstrateshow architects
candeftly use new buildings to make better sense
of anexistinglandscape, in this case by extending
thelakeup tothe new buildingandby creating
aclearerrelationship with the nearby MJP-
designed Sainsbury Building.

Allthe educationbuildings featuredinthis
seminar worked hard to maximise the potential
of their varied briefs and sites, to the benefit
notjustof those that use them, but of the wider
community around them too.
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Acoustic control — always
vital within any school —is
all the more importantina
special needs school where
uncontrolled noise levels
can be upsetting as well as
detrimental to academic
performance and teachers’
vocal health
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