Space for Art Case Study: Cowbridge Comprehensive School

	Cost of project
Approximately £2 million, for design and build costs including cupboards and sinks, kiln room and extractor. All other furniture and equipment came from the old art room. 

Timing
The new-build project began in the Summer term 1998. The building was complete in July 2001. 

Dimensions

290 m2 (approximate)


Project title

Middle School Art Block, Cowbridge Comprehensive School – Vale of Glamorgan, Wales

Participants 

Ron Brown, Head of Art. Joan Cowell, Headteacher. Architect: Peter Bowen (acting on behalf of the Property Section of the Vale of Glamorgan Council).

Location and dimensions

The art block stands on its own in an area of grass and paving. Most other departments are housed in a 1960s building. New maths and humanities blocks are close by. 

The block comprises two art rooms (each measuring 112 m2 each) linked by a corridor (measuring approximately 8 x 4 metres) running the length of the block. This provides an exhibition space and is used for storage. It also provides additional space for pupils to work in. Both rooms have access into a shared storage area (18 m2) that runs between the two classrooms, and a kiln room 
(16 m2).
Number of pupils: 721 in the middle school; 142 taking art 

Project summary

The project brief was for a new art block that would replace cramped, dark and shabby rooms in the main 1960s block. The key requisites of the brief were for space and light. These underpinned plans for two new rooms as well as space for storage. After some negotiation over the formula that determines the area allocated to the build of a new art room, it was agreed that the brief would be extended to include the corridor area.

The School was keen that the brief should encapsulate ideas about teaching and learning styles often more prevalent in primary classrooms. The new block should facilitate flexibility to allow for team teaching, collaborative group work and individual work. These approaches underpinned a design that would be partially open-plan.

One of the spaces would serve as a messier space for three-dimensional work. The design for this room included a long drain running the length of the space, to allow for easy cleaning. The other space would be a cleaner space, primarily for two-dimensional work, and should enable complete privacy for life drawing classes.

Background 

The background to the new build is embedded in the history of the School, which is one of organic growth and change. Thirty years ago, the girls’ Grammar School occupied a Victorian building, while the new 1960s block housed the girls’ Secondary Modern. When the two became one, the sixth-form took over the Victorian school-house, the lower school took up residence in mobile huts on the other side of the town, and the middle school (formerly Cowbridge boys’ Grammar School) occupied the 1960s block, augmented by a number of mobile classrooms. Whilst the occupancy of the three sites has remained the same, the past ten years have seen a succession of new permanent blocks being added to the middle-school site. The school hopes to occupy one site by 2006.
In the early 1990’s, plans were in development for a new state-of-the-art open-plan science block. Six hexagonal classrooms would sit around a central core housing shared equipment and resources. However, a sudden shift in direction came about when funding for this project was deemed insufficient. A cheaper alternative emerged in the shape of a new art block. Elements of the science block ‘dream’ fed into the open-plan nature of the art block. 

The development process 

Plans were developed by the architect in consultation with the Headteacher, whose ideas about how the space might facilitate different teaching and learning styles informed preliminary plans. She was also keen to bring as much natural light into the space as possible, and came up with the concept for a pyramid-shaped, glazed roof that would sit over the whole space to give it an open-plan, airy feel. 

Head of Art, Ron Brown also took an active role in the development process at every step and discussed ideas with other teachers. He spent time researching different options for construction and fit-out, and fed in suggestions about many details including doors, windows, lighting, cupboards and display boards. In some areas, his efforts paid off: the inclusion of the kiln room and the corridor space, and the colour scheme are all the result of his input. However, in other areas his requests fell by the wayside. Frequently these were rejected for cost reasons. Ultimately, final decisions were taken by the architect. 

The outcome

Teachers and pupils alike are united in their praise for the new block, particularly in terms of the light and space it provides. Being able to spread out and use the corridor area means that pupils can work on a relatively large scale, without getting in each other’s way. 

Comments by pupils sum up their enthusiasm:

‘If someone was to describe your ideal thinking space, I’d probably say something like this really; just in terms of the lighting and the room to move.’

‘It does make a difference to your work because you really want to be in here, everyone enjoys it, everyone’s in a better mood when they’re in here.’

The large space allows for the hoarding of an inspiring collection of resources that would be the envy of many schools. The shared storage area between the two classrooms is stuffed with books, objects and materials. In the corridor area, two large wooden display cabinets, rescued from the old classrooms, house a rich collection of objects collected by teachers and pupils from junk shops and trips abroad. 

The glass pyramid brings a contemporary feel to the space, and affords the space impressive natural light, as well as making it feel open and airy. It also comprises a heat exchange system that works well in regulating the temperature of the rooms. The only windows in the walls of the rooms are small, high, slit-shaped windows. Although this does limit views out of the block, it is not seen as a disadvantage: instead, pupils and teachers appreciate the privacy, and the number of display boards that the position of these windows allow.

The décor of the space is restrained, with neutral walls, dark oak beams, light wooden cupboards and elements of olive green. The décor is not unnoticed by pupils:

‘The colour scheme is really good. If there was really bright red or something like that it wouldn’t really work, the colours make it feel really open.’

‘I like the wood. There are no blue walls or pink walls or whatever, they’re just nice spaces, everything’s clear and bright.’

Despite an overriding sense of enthusiasm for the new block, the spaces are not without their problems. Small sinks with high science-lab-style taps are hopeless for containing water, particularly since there are no draining boards. A teacher comments:

‘It’s not major, but as a busy teacher it’s just wearing and unnecessary knowing you’re going to have to mop up after every class.’

A decision was made by the architect not to box in under the cupboards that line many of the walls. This, they argued, was because skirting would get scuffed and grubby. In the opinion of the teachers, the resulting problem is worse; a steady accumulation of dust, fluff, bits of paper and paintbrushes that lie beyond the reach of the cleaners’ brooms. 

The teachers specified cupboards that would house A1 paper. The top surfaces of the cupboard are indeed A1 in depth; however, these are standard kitchen cupboards with a false wall at the back, narrowing the depth and wasting valuable storage space. The display boards are tiny. The request was for the walls to be entirely clad in display boarding but in the end, those that were fitted only allow the display of A1 work in landscape format, not portrait. 

Small details have been ill thought through. One whiteboard was installed over a cupboard, which puts it virtually out of reach. The floor surface has a slightly gritty texture, designed to be safe when wet. It works well in this respect but causes great problems for the cleaners and can only be cleaned if fully mopped down. 

Some problems are due to fundamental flaws in the construction. There have been problems with smells from the drains and the glass pyramid continues to let in water two years on. 

The glass pyramid roof presents the single largest problem for the space in that, as an open space linking the two art rooms, acoustics are a major failing. Noise has been such an issue that it has impacted on timetabling. Two Year 9 classes simply cannot use the space simultaneously. Teachers have to negotiate the timing of their introductions to lessons so as not to clash, while pupils find themselves responding to instructions from the adjoining classroom and whole group discussion can only take place when the next-door room is empty. In the words of one teacher: ‘It’s as effective in channelling noise as the whispering gallery.’

The teachers did suggest there might be problems when they first looked at the plans, but they lacked knowledge and evidence of quite how bad the problems would be, so in the end they had to bow to what they assumed would be the architect’s more knowledgeable judgments. Efforts have been made to improve the situation by placing large boxes and other objects on the roof of the central storage area. However this has achieved little, and anyway, use of this area is in breach of health & safety regulations. Sadly, one of the key concepts that drove the inclusion of the glass pyramid has failed. The ‘open-plan’ concept has only been realised at a height where its impact is wasted and only serves to bring problems. 

Lessons learned

Teachers at Cowbridge have learned many lessons about the development of new spaces. Determination is vital in insisting on getting involved, and in making time to reflect on plans and to research fit-out and construction options. This was particularly true in the case of the fight for the additional corridor space. Teachers were constantly referred to ‘the formula’ for calculating the space that is allocated to new classrooms. However, they describe this formula as being ‘so complicated that you can’t say no’.

Even the determination and involvement seen at Cowbridge failed to guarantee that all potential problems were resolved. Could some of the mistakes have been avoided? Head of Art Ron Brown has one suggestion:

‘No matter how late the building is, or how beyond deadline it’s got, don’t go for a handover until you’re fully satisfied. When a lovely new building awaits you, it’s tempting to rush in, but don’t until you’ve checked absolutely everything.’

The art technician has another suggestion. She has been amazed that the architect has never come back to assess the successes and failures of this space and to learn from this for future projects. Without this review process, she wonders, how can architects progress and refine their practice, and how can they ever hope to work towards getting things right for their clients?

Key factors

Despite the problems with Cowbridge’s new build, there are some key factors that contribute to its success:

· The privacy that is provided by having windows overhead rather than in the walls

· The excellent natural lighting provided by the glass pyramid

· The fact that the space is separate from the rest of the School and provides direct access to the outside world

· The inclusion of the corridor/exhibition space

· The neutral, restful colour scheme
· Space to hoard resources, which makes the room enticing and attractive
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