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1. Scheme description and presentation
Architect/Designer

Frank Shaw Associates
Applicant

Cambridgeshire County Council



Planning status

Application submitted
2. Overview
The proposals for the Cambourne Secondary School are to provide a 5 Form Entry (FE) facility, catering for 750 pupils aged 11 to 16. The accommodation will comprise general teaching spaces and specialist facilities for the teaching of science, technology, sport, art and drama. Facilities will also be included to enable wider community access to the site for events and learning.

The proposed two storey buildings are orientated to run parallel to the site’s north- eastern boundary. The main building elevation faces north–east whilst classrooms face south east and north west. The outside learning spaces face south west and viewing mounds have been included in the landscaping proposal.

The site for the school is to the north west of Lower Cambourne (on the western edge of Cambourne) and adjacent to the Cambourne Business Park. The site is approximately 10.7Ha and is currently arable farm land. It is surrounded on three sides by open farmland. The flat, open site is visible from the North off the A428 and includes two points of vehicular access. The vehicular access to the A1198 at Caxton Gibbet is only for a temporary period during construction of the school. The principal access to the school for vehicular traffic (staff, student set down/pick up and service deliveries) would be gained from Sheepfold Lane, Cambourne.  Dedicated pedestrian /cycle access to the school is to be provided by a link to Swansley Lane which links onto School Lane near the cricket pitch. 
As originally planned the development of Cambourne did not make any provision for a Secondary School. It was expected that Comberton Village College would provide appropriate provision. More recently future student projections for Cambourne have indicated an urgent need for more secondary school places to be available in the short term. Consequently the majority of the land identified for the secondary school is situated outside the published limits of the village framework and consequently the proposed development is a departure from the adopted Development Plan.

The new school will provide secondary school places for members of the existing Cambourne community and the children currently attending the three primary schools already established within the settlement. The secondary school will also provide places for the children of families moving into the additional 950 new homes planned to be built in Cambourne. The school will be run by Comberton Education Trust and become an integral part of Comberton Village College, sharing their goals and vision.

There is likely to be a need in the future for a fourth primary school to serve Cambourne and this is proposed to be co-located on the site but this does not form part of the proposed project.

A planning application (S/01898/11) was submitted for planning permission with Cambridgeshire County Council Strategic Planning department in September 2011. A planning decision is expected in January. Approved site works are planned to start in early Autumn 2012, with completion by the end of may 2013.
3. Cambridgeshire Quality Panel views
Introduction

The Panel raised concerns regarding the timing of the proposals being brought to a Panel meeting, and therefore realistically the level of changes which could still be made at this late stage. In order to be effective the Panel needs to see proposals at the earliest possible opportunity.

There was also an understanding by the Panel that the location of the secondary school was now fixed and therefore not to be challenged. Comments at the meeting therefore concentrated on the design of the school within these established parameters. However, it was noted that although currently on the periphery of the development any future expansion of Cambourne in this area could result in the school subsequently being located conveniently in the centre of this area. 
The Panel welcomed the specific reference to the Quality Charter 4C’s in the Design and Access Statement that had been prepared in order to support the planning application. 

Community
Issues of community focused on the social space within the site, with Panel Members considering that one of the primary places for social interaction within the school building were the corridors. 
The Panel Members heard how the school has been designed with a central corridor running as a spine through the school with the sports and dining halls to the north east of the corridor and three wings running from north-east to south-west from the main corridor, each having classrooms either side of a central corridor. 

However, Panel Members were concerned that the corridors were currently too mean and narrow and did not adequately provide space for informal gatherings and communal areas. These therefore need to be reconsidered.

Connectivity
The Panel Members had severe concerns regarding the cycle parking and car parking on the site. There was consensus that in order to encourage sustainable travel it needs to be easier and convenient for those arriving by cycle/foot than those arriving by car. The message on these plans was currently all wrong. 
Therefore whilst acknowledging the desire to minimise cyclist/pedestrian conflict on-site and its relationship to the indicative primary school the Panel however considered that the cycle parking was in the wrong location. Panel Members suggested that the cycle parking should be moved closer to the school, with design solutions offered in order to ensure pedestrian safety. The car parking area also needed to be moved to a less convenient location, further away from the school.
In addition, the Panel noted that there is a national problem with children being dropped-off at school. The Panel acknowledged that there is a tension between providing enough dropping-off spaces on-site to limit overspill into residential streets whilst not providing so many spaces that it encourages people to drive. However, the Panel considered that 23 drop-off spaces was too many, and was likely to cause confusion resulting in people parking and dropping-off pupils off-site. 
It was also suggested that there was a huge opportunity for an incentivised scheme to be implemented to promote sustainable travel to the school. Mobility for Tomorrow (Mo) in Munich was suggested as a good example.  

Character
The Panel Members were concerned about the character of the proposals, commenting that a number of areas of the building were rather dull and uninspiring. There was a suggestion that the Design and Build procurement process may have been partly responsible in stifling the design aspirations. In addition, to get a better idea of the character and better help inform their feedback on the scheme, the Panel considered that it would have been useful to have seen big building sections through the classroom wings, the south-facing ’mall’, which they feared might overheat,  and the major social wing.  At this stage the panel would have appreciated a building material sample board. 

Panel comments concentrated on the front entrance, in which the current treatment of a screen was considered to be applied like a stage set rather than growing out of the building and its activities. Instead Panel Members suggested that a double-height space or canopy may be more appropriate. It was also suggested that a horizontal expression would be more suitable rather than the vertical expression currently used.
In addition, Panel Members considered that at present the staircases at the end of wings represented a lost opportunity. Although they welcomed the balcony on the first floor, it was thought that the staircases should embrace the landscape and provided a good opportunity for some architectural distinctiveness. 
Other elements of design which could be further investigated included: 

· The Panel were unconvinced by all three classroom wings being identical in layout regardless of what was being taught in them and believed there was scope for developing the elevations and the roof profile;

· Distinctiveness between the different wings;

· Strengthening the external planting to make it more of a feature and also to provide more of a sheltered micro-climate; 

· Windows from the upper floor corridors looking down into the sports hall (although appreciating that this issue needs to be explored with teachers/Sports England); 

· Viewing mounds being more related/integrated to ends of finger plans;

· Light penetration was an issue. Panel Members considered that generally the classroom windows were undersized and needed to go to ceiling and suggested the upper floor corridors would benefit from  roof lights.
The Panel Members were intrigued by the proposed courtyard areas and considered that, as long as they function as intended, they could be a major benefit to the school and a key component in it working well. 
At the meeting it was mentioned that four generic models were considered for the design of the school, with the finger plan being those decided upon. Panel Members considered that it would be helpful if the Design and Access Statement included reference to the other plan types that had been considered and assessed.
Climate
The Panel Members were critical of the sustainability elements of the scheme and felt that they had not been given enough information on this topic. They considered that only the bare minimum was being achieved which showed a lack of ambition particularly in what is a key public building. In particular, and whilst acknowledging the difficulty in achieving the higher levels, the Panel were disappointed the only BREEAM very good was being asked for. 

The Panel welcomed biomass not being used within the proposals. However, the renewable energy solutions were considered to be sub-optimal. In particular the Panel, whilst acknowledging that it would probably be unacceptable, considered that the school could provide an excellent site for a substantial wind turbine.. 
There was also concern by the Panel in regard to the east and west facing class rooms. The current treatment of horizontal brise soleils was considered not to be an ideal design solution to solve future over-heating.

4. Conclusion

The Panel acknowledged the time and effort that had been put into the designs for this development. In particular the Panel welcomed the work that had been undertaken in response to the building being located in an open and flat environment. 
However, the character and individual elements of the building were considered to be rather dull and uninspiring. These included the entrance to the building, staircases at the end of the fingers and narrow corridors. Further work is needed on these areas to achieve maximum benefit. 

Given the wonderful tradition of cycling in Cambridge and the surround areas the Panel were concerned that the site appears to be dominated by the car travel. In order to encourage people to cycle and walk it is fundamental that these forms need to be easier than travelling by car. The site as it exists at the moment makes car parking more convenient than cycle parking, and this needs to be reconsidered.  

Finally the Panel questioned “what would make this building an inspirational learning environment?” and challenged the designers to explore and implement these issues further.  
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