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The Location
This site sits in the ward of Firth Park, approximately 5km from the city centre. It has easy access 
into the city, as well as out towards the M1 for transport, and areas such as Wood Seats for 
nature. The directly surrounding area is predominantly residential, with several parks within a few 
minutes walking distance.
The Building
Holgate Meadows is a two storey, 2300 m2 brick built school for ages 8-16. The building was 
purpose built for Holgate Meadows as an SEMH (social, emotional and mental health) school 
17 years ago. Several of the staff have been there since then and little to no changes or updates 
have occurred, with the exception of routine repairs.
The Users
There is no catchment area for the school as the students are from all over Sheffield and the 
wider area. Most travel on minibuses and taxis.
The Site
The site is situated on a hill facing North, but still receives a lot of natural light. Due to its elevation 
there is a wide, largely undisturbed view to the North over the valley and towards Ecclesfield. The 
site itself has a large carpark for staff directly in front of the building, with large grassy fields and a 
playground wrapping around the other three sides.
Local Schools
There are several school in the local area, ranging from Catholic schools, secondary schools, 
and a number of primary academies.
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Students and staff generally find their school cold and unwelcoming. When surveyed (arranged 
by Iyza Butt), people were asked to name their least favourite area of the school, and why they 
didn’t like it. Across all of the responses, there were no spaces that weren’t named someone’s 
most disliked. This ranged all the way from tech subject rooms such as Art and DT, to outdoor 
spaces, the entrance, and the staffroom, amongst others. Some of the reasons for people not 
liking these spaces were: very dark, cold, too loud, small, too big, lack of equipment, unpleasant 
atmosphere, lack of storage, damaged easy, and so on. The most prevalent of these were dark 
and cold. In order to try and mitigate these issues, I chose to set the demolition plan as shown 
above, redesigning almost the entire floorplan. I chose to do this to allow to me to enable light to 
reach further into the building, and so create a better atmosphere throughout the school.
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Throughout this project, I have explored a number of different avenues through my research and 
development. Shown is a variety of examples of this work. From case studies, materials exploration, 
and a lot of hand sketching, I was able to progress my work, and keep a documented timeline of my 
thought processes.

DEVELOPMENT
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Around halfway through this project, I went with a small group of my peers back to Holgate Meadows, to hold a focus group with 
a group of selected students and teachers. When we were there, we had two activities for the children. One was based around 
drawing and colouring. We brough templates for the children to draw their thoughts and feelings, as well as encouraged them 
to answer five questions though drawing or writing. From this we gained a much better understanding of what the students 
thought of their school, and what they hoped for the future. This reinforced the importance of this project, through speaking to 
the people who will gain the most from the work we do.

The other activity was Lego building. We took a small model of a classroom at Holgate Meadows and encouraged students to 
add or take away any bricks, explaining what they were changing and why. This gave us a great insight into design details that we 
could incorporate, as students mentioned things from cameras, better doors, group tables and outdoor play.

FOCUS GROUP

“Sensory, weird, destroyed, old, awful, 
outside, calming, computers, gaming, 

playground.”

The Lego experiment 
We utilized a Lego Serious Play kit to construct 
a model of the current classrooms at Holgate. 
Lego Serious Play is designed for enhancing 
team-building and promoting constructive 
feedback in various settings, including both high-
level corporate business teams and school-age 
adolescents. Given the students’ difficulties with 
abstract thinking and metaphors during previous 
interactions, we designed our own model, allowing 
them to customize it for a more relatable and 
accessible experience. Throughout the process, 
we had meaningful conversations with the 
students, and the building and selection of pieces 
provided valuable insight into their perspectives.

A Holgate student modified the Lego Serious 
Play model, adding some noteworthy features, 
including an ‘eye’ representing CCTV, blue and red 
blocks signifying heavier doors, a slide structure 
for a better playground, and a tree representing 
improved green spaces. Our conversations with 
the students were not limited to the model but 
also touched on their personal interests, hobbies, 
aspirations, home life, and dreams. The experience 
of engaging with these students was just as 
informative and impactful as the architectural 
models we created. It provided valuable insight 
into the thought process and connections made 
by individuals with autism and helped broaden 
our perspective.

Our ‘Holgate Classroom’ made out of Lego.

One pragmatic example of fostering community engagement is through 
the use of Arki-nopoly, a toolkit created by Arki-Lab (Denmark) that takes 
the form of a modified Monopoly board. Arki-nopoly uses play as a means 
to generate critical feedback and insights from community members who 
may not typically have their voices heard. This accessible and important 
method of engaging people in the design process helps to gain a deeper 
understanding of context and individual needs, which is vital when 
working on social design projects. To be effective, this process should be 
streamlined to maximize the amount of feedback obtained per session, 
and it should be easily repeatable with new parameters. Arki-nopoly has 
achieved this goal, and the Lego workshop that we conducted could be 
expanded upon to similarly achieve it.

“Spacious, warm, light, clean, organised, 
outdated, interactive whiteboards, soft, 

natural, wood, blue, textured.”

Most common words from 
Student surveys:

Most common words from 
Teacher surveys:
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At the start of this project, we spoke a lot about the heart of a building; a central point or hub 
that aptly reflectes the values of a scheme, as well as embodying the look and aesthetic of the 
space. After visiting Holgate Meadows, I noticed that the central corridor acted as the only route 
of access to every room, and was used by everyone, all the time. From this observation I drew 
the conclusion that Holgate doesn’t have a heart. It has a spine. The more research I did, the 
more this idea fit into the idea and purpose of the school. The definitions listed above sum up 
many qualities that can be related to its students. Defensiveness, masking part or yourself and 
choosing what to display, protecting nerves and feelings, and having a ‘backbone’ quite literally. 
As apt as these definitions are, none are the positive words and feelings that I hope to embody in 
my proposal, which led me to create an acronym, listed below, to embody my core values of this 
project. I hope to design a space with these values running quietly through the building, and that 
inspires these qualities in the students.

SPINE

Spine
noun /spaɪn/
1.
a series of vertebrae extending from the skull to the small of the back, enclosing the spinal cord and 
providing support for the thorax and abdomen; the backbone.
"a soft voice that sent a shiver down her spine"

2.
the central feature or main source of strength of something.
"players of high quality who will form the spine of our side"

3.
resolution or strength of character.

4.
the part of a book's jacket or cover that encloses the inner edges of the pages, facing outwards when 
the book is on a shelf and typically bearing the title and the author's name.

5.
ZOOLOGY•BOTANY
any hard, pointed defensive projection or structure, such as a prickle of a hedgehog, a spike-like 
projection on a sea urchin, a sharp ray in a fish's fin, or a spike on the stem of a plant.

STRENGTH
PERSONALITY

INDEPENDENCE
NERVE

EMPATHY

S
P
I

N
E

His body is bracing itself to absorb shock 
she plots the thirty-three spinal vertebrae 
they’re heavy enough to carry his mass 
the atlas bone is where his skull rests 
and the axis will allow his world to spin.
‘The Land or Body Tide,’ Glyn Edwards 10
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The ground floor houses the library, gym, canteen, tech classrooms and staff areas. After entering 
the school, the first two things that are seen are the reception to the left, and the door to the staff 
area directly ahead. Inside the staff area there is an open plan work area, toilets, private wellbeing 
room and a meeting room. There are also two private offices that may be used by any member 
of staff, two offices that are designated for the senior leadership team, and a medical room. The 
second corridor along the curve leads to the canteen and food tech room, and the final corridor 
connects with both the gym and changing rooms, and the library and sensory rooms. There are 
also two other classrooms on this level for art and DT. By putting them on the ground floor, classes 
will need to walk downstairs into these spaces. There are also a number of fire exits on this floor, 
and large windows to bring in as much light as possible.
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THE CURVE

I chose to incorporate the concept of a spine into by building both literally and metaphorically. 
The metaphorical aspect comes from my S.P.I.N.E. acronym and is more prevalent in my process 
and design considerations, and the literal aspect comes through in the curve. This is an extension 
that I have designed, that opens up the entire North face of the building, exposing the view and 
lending itself to the main circulatory corridor of the school.

Early in my project I identified the central corridor as an important part of the building and chose to 
focus some of my project on researching and improving this concept. By moving the corridor to 
the edge of the building, I remove any traffic and the bulk of the circulation from other parts of the 
school where distractions and noise needs to be kept at a minimum. I can also create offshoots; 
mimicking vertebrae in the way they are staggered along the length of the corridor. The vertebrae 
lead to small ‘hubs’ that group a selection of rooms together, such as Key Stages or staff areas.

This corridor is curved to mimic the shape of a spine, and also to hide the view down the length of 
the building. The effect is intriguing, a corridor where you cannot be sure where you are headed 
or how far you have travelled. This curiosity and lack of knowing can also be seen as a parallel 
to education, however, its intention is primarily to create a refreshing visual effect and deter too 
much activity, as there is no distractions in this space, and no other spaces can be accessed.

The uninterrupted glass allows for a panoramic view over Ecclesfield, and the coloured panels 
are at staggered angles. These will therefore cast coloured shadows over the interior spaces, as 
well as create an uneven, fluid effect as you look at the exterior of the school.
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The reception is the first point of contact with the school, whether that be through phone call and 
emails, or in person right when you enter the building. With that said, it should be an exciting and 
welcoming space that attracts people inside. Currently, there is a large, heavy, wooden door 
leading into a small reception area. There is a buzzer to get in and the admin space itself is behind 
a closed door, behind the reception desk. There is no sight to any other part of the school.

In my proposal, I have moved the entrance to the side of the building, where my large, curved, 
glass wall extends along the length of the building. The reception space is open and has seating 
for visitors. The admin office has the reception desk built into the wall, so that it is connected 
to the space and visitors will be seen as they approach the door, and the space is immediately 
connected to the circulatory corridor, allowing for a long, unbroken view over Ecclesfield.

RECEPTION
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The current corridor is a straight, central line that runs from one end of the building to the other. 
It is the point of access for every room, and is used by all. It doesn’t receive any natural light, and 
is painted blue, slightly lighter than the doors interspersed along the walls. In general it is not 
favoured by staff and students alike, who think the space feels prison-like and depressing. There 
are small corridor offshoots at the various key stages, but nothing distinguishing the space from 
any other. The shadows of old benches can be seen in the faded paintwork on the walls, but 
there is currently nowhere to sit. It is a purely liminal space.

In my proposal, I have designed separate offshoot corridors for each key stage on the first floor, 
as well as various spaces on the ground floor. On the first floor each of these areas has access to 
toilets, a breakout room, and has space for seating, so that anyone could leave a room and have 
a seat if they need to take a moment. The different doors distinguish the spaces, as classroom 
doors are all the same tangerine orange, and every door linking the key stage area to the main 
corridor is a wooden faced, maglocked door.

CORRIDOR
Alternative view 11
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On the first floor of my proposal, are all of the Key Stages, with four classrooms apiece. Each Key 
Stage is broken off from the main corridor by a shorter corridor that offshoots into a small ‘hub’. 
Here there are toilets, an individual breakout/calm room, and the classrooms themselves. There 
is also another offshoot which has four staff offices, that can either be allocated or shared by 
various teachers and other staff. All storage is inside each classroom, giving staff direct access 
to everything they need. There is also a large staff area, where they can sit and eat, relax, or work 
together.

On this floor, the roof has been raised and is made of glass, to allow light to reach the rooms 
below. Since their classrooms are where the students spend most of their time, I wanted to bring 
as much light in as possible. The roof, supported by steel frames, will allow all overhead daylight 
to hit the interior of the buildings. The ceilings of the first floor have skylight cut outs, opening up 
the rooms to the roof and natural daylight above, and creating moving boxes of sun in each.
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The new spine I have designed crosses both floor levels, with a double height section out the 
outside edge, and a balcony level on the first floor. This balcony sits atop the edges of the room 
that line the curve and can be accessed via the staircase on the right as you enter the school. 
The railing of this balcony has been carefully considered, as I wanted the window to be visible, as 
I wanted the light to come though this barrier, without using glass or another clear material. I also 
wanted the railing to be tall, and not act as a distraction in any way. It should seamlessly fit with the 
rest of the building.

I decided to use vertical timber slats, arranged in such a way that as you walk down the corridor, 
you cannot see the window behind it, yet when you are perpendicular to the railing you can see 
through, almost interrupted. This way light can get through, and the colour and views through the 
window are still visible.

BALCONY
Existing corridor
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The library is an essential space within any school. It acts as a place for research, and recreational 
reading, as well as being somewhere for people to get together and share ideas. The existing 
library at Holgate is small, with one large table in the centre and a few bookshelves around the 
sides. There are no cosy spaces for individual reading, or anywhere for students to go and spend 
time with their friends. It is indistinguishable from any other room as you walk down the central 
corridor and is primarily used for group sessions rather than being an open and calm space.

In my design I have moved the library to be an area, rather than a room, at the far end of the 
building. It has two areas within the main space, as well as 2 adjoining sensory rooms, and 1 
large meeting/group room. The central area is just bookshelves, with beanbags scattered for 
individuals, and to the side there is a connected room that is separated with a ¾ length wall, 
that has sofas and tables for groups to sit in company. The meeting room has one large table, 
much like there is currently, and the space will facilitate lessons, meetings, and clubs. I wanted 
the space to be pleasant for both staff and students alike.

LIBRARY
Existing Library
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LIBRARY
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The existing canteen is a pleasant space when sunlight comes through the windows, however 
it is cluttered and the low ceiling and restricted space make the room feel much fuller that it is, 
as well as slightly oppressing and stuffy. Here there are 2 large steel doors, contributing to the 
prison-like feeling that emanates from the entire building. The colourful warm toned chairs add 
some welcome life to the space, and the large serving hatch has good access. The variety of 
tables allow for students to sit with who they choose, no matter the number and the wood panel 
ceiling warms the space.

In my proposal, I have kept the space the same in many aspects such as the variety of tables, 
having colourful chairs, the large windows lining the curved wall and the wood panel ceiling. All of 
these aspects help the space feel warm and lively. I have expanded the space to allow for more 
tables and to reduce the cluttered feeling. I have also moved the location of the kitchen to fit with 
the flow of the building. This change allows for a maglocked door connecting the canteen to the 
staffroom, with a large table situated next to it for the staff to use. As the staff and students build 
close relationships while they study, I wanted to encourage the staff to feel welcome where the 
students eat, but not in a supervision way. This way the staff can be talking and eating amongst 
themselves, as well as being present should they be needed. The kitchen hatch is out of the 
way of the bulk of the seating, so that there aren’t students sat directly next to the kitchen or the 
queue. The colours and materials in the space are warm and homely, but not cluttered, to allow 
the students to enjoy this warm, calm space while they eat.

CANTEEN
Existing Canteen 17
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Staff at Holgate Meadows have very important responsibilities to both each other and the 
children. The teachers are crucial in supporting the students, and all other staff facilitate the 
positive learning environment. The staff deserve a comfortable and enjoyable space to relax 
and step away from students, so I have included several large staff areas, including a large staff 
room (pictured) on the first floor. In this room, there are sofas, a large dining table, and a row of 
desks along the North wall. By including this variety of furniture, I can ensure that this room will 
appropriately accommodate any staff who use it. There are also blinds on the window, so that 
the visibility in from outside can be eliminated, and adults can get some much-needed privacy, 
should there be children outside.

STAFF ROOM
Existing Staff Wellbeing Room
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The sports hall is a vital space for the students. Many of them specified various sports as their 
favourite activity at school and find a lot of joy in physical activity. Sports have many proven 
benefits, including: moderating stress, improving general mood, reduce anxiety and depression, 
help fight addiction, improve many mental disorders, and of course improve physical health and 
strength. All of these are things that the students of Holgate Meadows would benefit massively 
from. The existing gym is dark and tired, with a padlocked steel door in the corner and a neglected 
entranceway. 

In my proposal, I have changed the entranceway to lead from a gym ‘foyer’ that connects the 
gym and the changing rooms to the main circulatory corridor, with toilets directly opposite. Inside 
the gym itself there is a wooden floor to suit all sports from basketball to ballet, and blue horizonal 
panelling that is durable to impact, as well as light and uplifting, as it dominates the view within the 
space. There are also wide South facing windows at the top of the walls, away from impact and 
not inviting people to see inside the space, however allowing in maximum natural lighting. On 
the ceiling there are 8 skylight cut-outs that allow people to see the glass roof above. These also 
allow sunlight to enter the space all day, as well as creating interesting moving spots of sunlight.

SPORTS HALL
Existing Sports Hall
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I have visualised here a possible layout for a Key Stage 2 classroom. The learning spaces are 
the most flexible areas in my proposal, as different students learn in different ways, and teachers 
also have their own preferences. By showing a possibility, I can illustrate my aesthetic for these 
spaces, as well as some key aspects.

The walls and surfaces are in a range of timber finishes that adds is simple and clean, yet still warm 
and comforting. All of the classrooms have skylights, allowing in daylight throughout the entire 
day, as well as high windows. The windows are above the students seated eyeline, so that there 
can be no distractions of seeing other people outside, however, they can still benefit from the 
light that comes in, as well as seeing the trees and the sky. The inbuilt storage in the classrooms 
will have doors, to make organisation easier as well as avoid unwanted distractions. This has 
been inspired by Montessori classrooms where organisation is key, making locating items easy 
and splitting up resources into activities. Another Montessori feature is simplicity. There are no 
messy displays on the walls that encourage waste and add work for the staff, however, students 
work may be displayed, as well as clear artwork and images that can help the room feel more 
comfortable and that can be educational. This eliminates any clutter that may be off-putting to 
the students.

CLASSROOM
Existing Classroom
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