Space for Art Case Study: Wentworth High School

	Cost of project
£350,000 – including design and build plus furniture, kiln and computers.

Timing

New build agreed in 1993; Arts block opened in 1994.

Dimensions

Multi-purpose art room 18 x 12 m2; classroom 10 x 8 m2; corridor 19 x 3 m2; darkroom 4.8 x 2.7 m2.


Project title

Art Rooms, Wentworth High School – Wentworth, Manchester

Participants 

Architect: Malcolm Knight, Bernard Taylor Partnership. Contractor: Salford Direct Works. Head of Art: Ken Simm; Barrier Free Co-ordinator: Diane Giller; Headteacher: Nigel Harrop.

Location and dimensions 

The Arts block stands on its own at the edge of the School, surrounded by grass and several temporary classrooms. It consists of two art rooms and an adjoining music room. The visual arts department comprises one very large, multi-purpose art room (18 x 12 m2) and one smaller, more traditional classroom (10 x 8 m2). A wide corridor area (19 x 3 m2) links the two, part of which serves as a ‘learning resource centre’ and from which there is access to a disabled toilet, and a darkroom (4.8 x 2.7 m2). 

Number of pupils: 903 in total, of whom 18 are disabled. 

Numbers taking Art: Key Stage 3: 540; Key Stage 4: 143

Project summary

One facet to the brief for the new Arts block at Wentworth was pre-determined. Designs for the new build had to take into account the fact that Wentworth is a ‘barrier free school’, with 20 places for disabled pupils, amongst whom some are in wheelchairs. Full disabled access was therefore essential. 

Further elements of the brief were dictated by Head of Art, Ken Simm, with input from other members of the art team. It was agreed that the spaces should be largely open-plan, with vistas through the space that would enable work on display to be viewed from a distance. This was matched by a demand that every wall space should be clad with pin boarding for the extensive display of pupils’ work. 

The team also agreed that they wanted several much smaller, more intimate areas in which pupils could work and in which to see and display smaller pieces of work. 

All these requests were underpinned by a desire that the new Arts block should contrast with the dark, empty feel from which much of the rest of the School suffers. The art department wanted to achieve an atmosphere where, in the words of Ken Simm, ‘the instant you walked in you would know the purpose of the building and most importantly feel that it’s friendly, enticing and interesting’.

Finally, the agreed brief was that, apart from the kiln room, the spaces should all be multi-purpose, rather than being tied to one particular function. 

Security was also an important factor in the new-building design. The Arts block stands away from the rest of the School, with windows facing onto open ground and gardens. Despite the recent addition of a security fence, security remains a major issue in this area of the town. 

Background 

The new Arts block was the result of a process by which a split-site school (lower, middle and upper) came to be united on one site. This process began in 1987. In this staggered project, the new Arts block was originally scheduled in the first phase: however, it was then dropped into the second phase, and finally the idea was mothballed for several years due to lack of funding, during which time the art department occupied a number of temporary classrooms. 

Governors, art teachers and the Headteacher fought ‘tooth and nail’ to get their Arts block and, inadvertently, benefited from the delay. Instead of the new Arts block being dealt with alongside all the other spaces, to a standard formula, it was treated as an independent project, with the opportunity for Ken Simm to be much more closely involved in the design process. Despite budget restrictions, this meant that the art department were largely able to get what they wanted. 

The new art rooms would occupy the footprint of two old blocks. These were two very basic, ‘Nissan hut’ style rooms that had been built with money from the ‘raising the school leaving age’ funding in 1972. It was possible to use the foundations of these rooms as the basis for the new spaces, thus saving time and money. Since these were separate buildings, a new corridor area was built to link the two. The only disadvantage to using the old foundations is that these former spaces were built with no consideration for natural light; consequently, light is not used to best advantage in the new spaces.

The development process

In Wentworth’s case, the development process was very successful. This was partly because the new build was treated as an independent project, which allowed more flexibility and attention to purpose, but also because the relationship between the Head of Art and the architect proved to be very positive. 

Due to experience of a new build at a previous school, Ken Simm had a clear vision and was able to be specific in what he and other teachers wanted. Additionally, staff visited art rooms at other schools, and used their observations to feed ideas into the brief. 

Ken Simm enjoyed a very direct relationship with the architect, who was willing to be flexible, and who wanted to work creatively with the teachers to find solutions. This led both to compromises and creative solutions. Ken Simm does describe occasionally having to be ‘bolshy’ but it was a positive and communicative relationship. There are several examples that illustrate where ideas came together. The plan was originally to put in a suspended ceiling, typical of many classrooms, in both spaces. Ken Simm suggested instead opening up into the roof space to provide not only a lighter, airier feel to the space but also the opportunity for higher walls on which to display work. Another request that required some negotiation was the desire for a pinboard surface on every available wall, since initially there were some concerns over fire-regulations. 

An important element of the planning process was to test every plan for physical access. This meant using scale-models of wheelchairs to test turning-circles and doorways on the drawings, as well as teachers sitting in wheelchairs with socks over their hands to test fittings and furniture. 

The outcome

Teachers and pupils clearly enjoy working in the art rooms, and overall the initial brief and resulting spaces function very well. The larger of the two rooms is frequently used by two groups together, with teachers team-teaching the one group. Teachers really enjoy this approach and value the opportunity to share expertise, knowledge, ideas and discipline management. All groups have at least two sessions of art per week, and most find that they are team-taught for one of these, with the whole space to themselves for the other.  

There is a huge amount of display space, all of which is covered with a great variety of work, and which is augmented by several display board screens, occasionally used to partition the space into two. The room is also big enough to have three dedicated computers. 

One end of the room is equipped for ceramics, with a single wheel. This is tiled with non-slip quarry tiles for easy cleaning; there are two sinks at this end of the room and one at the other. 

The sinks have been one of the few problems with the spaces. They have a wood surround which does not allow paint to be cleaned off and clearly the surrounding area would function better if tiled. The teachers also describe how the sinks block easily; they comment that sinks need to be better designed to deal with paintbrushes lodging down the plughole, and the accumulation of acrylic paint. 

Along one side of the space there is a series of much smaller spaces: one of these is a kiln room and two are used as cupboards. One, with windows, is a textiles area with a large printing table. This is also used for individuals to work in relative peace, as well as by teaching-practice students to display their own and pupils’ work. This space has also been used as a base for an artist-in-residence. 

One student summed up what pupils like about the Arts block and this space in particular, saying, ‘I like it because it just doesn’t feel like a classroom.’

Leading directly from this classroom is a wide corridor area, again used for extensive display, and with direct access to the disabled toilet and darkroom. In this area, lighting is by spotlights rather than strips. 

Just outside the main classroom, a wide area of this corridor space is used as an open-plan resource and study area. It had been planned that every department in the new-build programme would have an office area. The art department were not interested in a separate space, but rather could see the potential for an ‘open resource centre’ for use by teachers and pupils. As well as several desks, the area houses books, computers, filing cabinets and other resources. There are no doors from the classroom into this area so pupils are able to come and go as they please to use the resources. This area is important, says Ken Simm ‘in giving everyone a sense of working together’.

Finally, there is a more traditional classroom. This space is separated by doors, and functions as a more contained space. It too has three computers and, again, floor-to-ceiling high display space. 

There are four smaller areas off this classroom, all used for storage. Although well served, since most materials are stored here this can cause problems when pupils or teachers have to come from the other room to access materials. 

The different spaces were planned to accommodate different personalities and teaching styles, and clearly this approach works well. One teaching-practice student has her own views on the different kinds of spaces:

‘Personally I prefer the little classroom just because it’s smaller and more contained. The other room I find more difficult because it’s so big and I’m just not used to having them so spread out, around corners and things.’ 

There are only a few criticisms of the spaces. Despite the luxury of large rooms and many spaces for storage, several students comment that they would like more space: ‘Even though it’s a big room, our work still overlaps.’

Teachers concede that there is a still an issue with lack of storage and display space. 

Security considerations limited the size of the windows. The panes are small to limit access and in order to be easily replaced if broken. Additionally the glass had to be covered in security film so that anyone outside cannot see in, which has a strange effect on colours and light. 

All in all however, through both the luck of a good architect and the vision of Ken Simm, Wentworth has realised an enviable environment for pupils and teachers alike. The space has a lively atmosphere and is crammed with pupils’ work. It stands out from the rest of the School as a very visual, colourful space where individual pupils are obviously valued. Students, teachers and pupils enjoy the fact that the art room is quite distinct from the rest of the School. 

Ken Simm reports how over the years since the block was built, they have seen work becoming more ambitious, more colourful and larger in size. The use of display space works well in this respect. A student teacher comments:

‘I believe that pupils get so much out of visual stimulus. I don’t just mean that if they’re doing something on insects, they need pictures of insects; I mean that it really helps if they can look around and see other people’s work.  When there’s work up all around, pupils get ideas for their own work, they see something and they say, ‘that’s the effect I want to get’. All art is about learning from what other artists have done, and in here you can truly do that. They really take pride in their own work and take in interest in other people’s.’

Disabled facilities have been integrated fully throughout the block – which works so well, in terms of physical access, that many of the disabled pupils in the school are in the art teachers’ forms. 

The most important outcome is flexibility, and generally the consensus is that this works really well. The multi-purpose spaces – ranging from the small and intimate to the large and airy – work well for different teaching styles, different pupils and varied kinds of work. Ken Simm feels confident that these spaces will continue to work well for whoever comes to work there, and whatever new curriculum requirements come on board in the next few years.

Future developments

An interesting project has emerged from the success of the art rooms at Wentworth. Through their involvement in the Creative Partnerships project in Salford and Manchester, pupils have been exploring the theme of ‘Sense of Self’, looking in particular at architecture and design. 
Though links with the Sorrell Foundation who pioneered the Joinedupdesignforschools initiative, the School was offered the opportunity to work with award-winning designers, El Ultimo Grito. Working together, pupils – acting as clients and consultants – and designers have devised proposals for lockers that will enable the backlit display of 2D work, to provide a glow of work along the dark, empty, windowless corridors that characterise many areas of the School. 

The project has directly responded to the desire to see the visual excitement of the art department filter further out into the school, and to extend the sense of ownership and pride that the display of pupils’ work generates.

Lessons learned

The art department at Wentworth are clear in their advice to others planning new spaces. First, they advocate planning spaces that are multi-purpose in function and with potential for development in the future:

‘Be as flexible as possible – someone else might see a different use for it than you have, so try to think of everything.’

They also recommend that teachers should ‘get involved as much as possible – don’t assume anything … there is huge element of having to suck it and see – you only find out what doesn’t work when you’ve got it’. They strongly advise going and looking at lots of other spaces and talking to others who have already been through the process. Ken Simm comments:

‘Taking on a new build can suddenly be such an important and responsible area of a teacher’s responsibilities. Teachers need INSET, not just things to read but seminars where teachers who are going to be undertaking new builds get meet those who’ve done it and talk to them about what they can do to get it right. ‘

The extensive display space works well for Wentworth, but Ken Simm does have one word of caution:

‘We’ve learned that if you have lots of display space, you have to keep it moving and changing. It takes a lot of work to do it well and “keep it alive”.’

Ultimately, Wentworth proves that that the size of the budget is not the only key factor that makes for success – it is also the marrying of a simple vision for what is needed with an architect who genuinely listens to the experiences and ideas of those who will use the space. 

Key factors

To sum up, Wentworth teachers agree that the key factors that have made their spaces a success are:

· Putting display space everywhere, this now being extended creatively to areas beyond the Arts block

· Keeping spaces multi-purpose, to allow for changes in the curriculum and teaching staff, as well as new projects and ideas

· Balancing open-plan areas with more contained, intimate spaces

· Having a central resource area shared by teachers and pupils, rather than a separate office area for teachers alone
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