Space for Art Case Study: St Ebbe’s Primary School

	Cost of project
£640,000

Timing
News of extension for School: Autumn term 2000. Building work started: Summer term 2001. New buildings completed: May 2002.

Dimensions

New block 343 m2; shared area 49 m2


Project title

New classrooms, St Ebbe’s Primary School – Oxford

Participants

Headteacher: Sue Matthews. Deputy Head: Liz Burton. Children, teachers, parents and governors. Architect: Robin Edwards (Gray Baynes & Shew, Oxford).

Location and dimensions

This case study looks at a primary school from the perspective of provision for visual arts activity. The School comprises a 1970s-built school that has recently benefited from the addition of a new block of classrooms. At the centre of the old School there is a shared area used primarily for art, as well as a number of other activities such as cooking. This is a thoroughfare, and is opened onto by many doorways. It has no natural light, but does have two sinks. 

The new classroom block is linked to the old School by a covered walkway. It is bordered on one side by a playground. On the other side, each classroom has one fully glazed wall, with views and access across the playing fields. The four new classrooms (each measuring approximately 54 m2) are almost identical. Each opens onto a large general area (approximately 112 m2). Pegs along the internal wall provide an open cloakroom. About a third of this area is partially separated off by a curving wall, to create a ‘shared area’, accessed by two open doorways and unglazed window apertures. Within the space there is also a fully sound-proofed music room (approximately 15 m2). The internal curving wall and a number of the external surfaces are painted in a deep red. Other wall surfaces are yellow, and the floors blue. 

The outside area of the School has also benefited from recent development work with features including a wooden ‘bandstand’-shaped structure that provides an outdoor classroom. 

Number of pupils: 239 in total

Project summary 

In total, the project brief was for four new classrooms with a shared area including cloakroom facilities, activity space and a music room.

In addition, the brief included various improvements to the old School, including an extension to the School hall, new offices and entrance and refurbishment of a classroom to become an ICT suite. Beyond this basic brief, the staff were proactive in terms of defining what they wanted. This included:

· Good light

· A sense of space and openness

· Visual interest for children through the use of interesting shapes and colours and natural materials

Background 

The extension came about as a result of the LEA’s implementation of plans to move from a three-tier system of first, middle and upper schools to a two-tier primary and secondary system. St Ebbe’s School was extended from a first school to a primary school. 

The development process 

At the beginning of the Autumn term 2000, the School heard news of the impending extension. Sue Mathews, the Headteacher, immediately began to make inquiries about good architects in the area. As St Ebbe’s is a church school, she asked the diocese for advice. They recommended Robin Edwards. 

Shortly before Gray Baynes & Shew were appointed to the project, Robin Edwards gave a presentation to staff and all governors. Illustrated by photographs of architecture from around the world, this showed some of the ideas and approaches that he was interested in. This session was also an opportunity for him to suggest to teachers some of the issues they would need to consider. Staff found this session both inspiring and empowering, and talk about it as having been a crucial stage in the process. It was a chance for them to gain knowledge of the professional practice of an architect, and to become initiated into the language and concepts they would need to be aware of. It was also a chance for the architect to hear their perspectives on the way the School operated, its ‘sharing assemblies’, its ‘whole school environment’ and in the ways that children would use the spaces.

Shortly after this session, all teachers were asked to consult the pupils about what they would want to see in newly designed classrooms and improved areas of the School. Ideas from this consultation exercise were brought to a brainstorming and visioning session held on a Saturday morning in Spring term 2000. Parents, governors and other staff also attended. 

As a result, various elements of the brief were agreed. On the ‘absolute essentials’ list were ‘a creative, visually stimulating approach to the architecture’ and ‘improved storage and display areas’. On the ‘very important needs’ list were ‘art areas’ and ‘improved outdoor activity areas’. 

In terms of facilities for after-school activities, which include art as a particular focus, a list made at the time notes that ‘we need a separate after-school/art area. This needs to be much larger than the current shared area and … we’d like it to be very light’. In these notes there is also mention of the desire for a ‘museum area’.

Between this session and the start of building work, there was great deal of to-ing and fro-ing with the architect over plans. Initially these started as a number of informal concept sketches, which teachers felt able to reject or critique. For example, one of these would have meant losing a large area of grassy play space, which they felt was unacceptable. During this informal process, the architect deliberately invited input and decision-making from teachers rather than coming with a finished-looking set of plans, which teachers would have felt less welcome to critique. The Deputy Headteacher praises this process saying: ‘This just felt really different. There was a real sense of interest, that here was someone who took our job seriously, was really committed and didn’t just treat it as a nine-to-five.’

Building work began in the Summer term 2001. With builders on-site, teachers found that a lot of time was needed to respond to questions about finishes and materials. They took this opportunity to involve children actively in the process, with tours of the building site a regular event. The new block was completed, ahead of schedule, in May 2002.

The outcome

The final solution to the new block is both practical and imaginative. The four classrooms are incredibly light and airy, with artificial lighting rarely used. With one side fully glazed, all rooms have good access, both visually and physically, to the outside space. The rooms, windows and roof-lights have been carefully designed to maximise and make use of natural light and sunlight. There is no need for blinds on any of the windows. 

The ceilings slope up from the glazed side of the room to double height at the other side, giving a high and open feel. Windows at this height open by automatic vents which respond to rain and temperature. On this side of each of the rooms, a mezzanine storage space is accessed by the teacher via a pull-down loft-ladder, effectively increasing storage space for large work and less frequently used equipment.

At floor level, each room has a large storage cupboard with a simple heavy sliding door which provides additional display space. All the classrooms are fully carpeted, with just a small lino area around a single sink, which effectively works to limit noise. 

Outside the four classrooms, the shared area provides a very accessible cloakroom, where problems such as bullying and theft are eliminated. 

The shared activity space, partially partitioned off by the curved wall, provides a more intimate, darker space. Here, there is a television and video, a series of handmade tables made from different woods, and a trolley that houses shared art materials. 

The new block is a great success. Light, acoustics and carpeting work well to provide spaces that are restful and quiet at the same time as being visually stimulating. Teachers feel that spaces which are so clean, uncluttered, light and calm must have an effect on children’s mood and attitude to learning. The Deputy Head comments:

‘The children absolutely love it. Even through they wouldn’t themselves be able to articulate exactly what impact is has on their learning, we really believe it does, because it’s just such a lovely environment to be in.’

The word one child used to describe their new classroom was ‘refreshing’. Together, the new classrooms and shared space clearly provide a fantastic environment for curriculum subjects that rely on writing, reading, researching, small group work and television, and the new, sound-proofed music room provides an amazing facility for one art form. 

However, how effectively do the new spaces allow for more ambitious or messy visual art activities? One teacher commented ‘you can do messy art work, but you do have to be careful’. Another commented ‘you could, but you’d have to put large plastic down to cover the carpet’. The arts coordinator pointed out that the spaces outside the classroom, easily accessed by the glass doors and with good visibility from the classroom for supervision, are the best place for messy work, though only when warm and dry. Her suggestion was:

‘A very obvious thing would have been to have extended the roof outwards to give a covered outdoor area outside each classroom, but then of course we’d have lost some of our views and our light.’

Another mentioned that for an art/technology project that would involve construction work, she would use the old shared art area which, being less ‘perfect’ and having no carpet provides a more appropriate workshop space. On the other hand, this area was described by one teacher as a ‘black hole’ with no natural light, too small for a whole class to work in and yet too hidden to send a small group on their own to, since there is no way of supervising them. It is also a major thoroughfare.

St Ebbe’s aptly illustrates the issues that teachers and architects face in designing new spaces that truly cater for a multitude of uses, when specialist spaces for different activities are a budgetary impossibility. 

How can the need for calm, clean spaces for reflection, quiet work and a tidy approach be balanced with spaces that cater for practical art activities; allowing for messy work and the storage and use of large-scale materials and equipment? Is it always the case that one kind of space will prevail, to the detriment of other kinds of activity?

Lessons learned

The process at St Ebbe’s is a good example of a partnership between a school and an architect from which staff have learned several key lessons:

One is to ‘get ahead of the game’. This means responding immediately to the news of funding with research into suitable architects, in order to ensure that they would work with the architect of their choice. 

They also advocate working with architects as proactive and consultative as Robin Edwards. His initial presentation was essential in building relationships and shared understandings, initiating teachers into the language of architecture, listening to their perspectives and questions, and in inspiring them with a range of ideas and possibilities. The initial design process too was very open ended and flexible, with lots of rough sketches, rather than finished-looking drawings that staff and governors felt they couldn’t reject. The architect comments:

‘There is no reason why schools should have the skills needed to manage these big building projects. You need approachable architects who really are prepared to understand how each school operates and put time into making the process and the product work for the school, not just making it look nice’. 

Since completion the architect has spoken to staff on several occasions to get feedback on the building and what works well and less so. He has learned from both the process and the quality of end use. He comments:

‘I’ve learned that the importance of conversation/communication cannot be overestimated and reinforces some of the crucial design decisions taken early in the project. For example, the joy that the creative use of space and natural light brings has been really positive. Conversely the lack of enthusiasm in certain quarters for the mezzanine storage galleries is a disappointment and will probably result in this not being proposed to future school clients. The Headteacher’s and the Chair of Governor’s enthusiasm for design and commitment to realising this project was inspirational and, coupled with our own commitment, were essential ingredients to this project’s success. Schools are very rewarding clients to have. You become a ‘friend of the school’ and get positive criticism which is useful for future projects.’ 

Teachers’ consultations with children were vital in helping to inject some fresh and lively ideas into the plans and to set an agreed vision. Teachers also recommend making time to go and look at other buildings that do the same things that you want. For teachers at St Ebbe’s, this meant looking at other new buildings with high ceilings to assess the impact on acoustics and light. 

Finally, the Deputy Head advocates teachers having a vision and allowing themselves to be inspired. Cost-effective building projects, she says, ‘don’t necessarily only come about as the result of just adding more of what you’ve already got, but with a good architect and a few compromises along the way, you can realise an inspirational dream’. 

Key factors

This case study highlights the challenge for teachers, schools and architects of making spaces work for the vast range of activities that primary schools undertake. The most successful elements of the extension are space, light and storage, which combine to provide calm, clean, uncluttered, restful and quiet areas, ideal for most types of learning activity, though perhaps not serving the visual arts as effectively as might on occasion be demanded. 
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