
 

 
 

Registered charity number 272099 

 
 

Design Council, Angel Building, 407 St John Street, London EC1V 4AB United Kingdom 
Tel +44(0)20 7420 5200  Fax +44(0)20 7420 5300 
info@designcouncil.org.uk  www.designcouncil.org.uk  @designcouncil  

 

 
CONFIDENTIAL 

Swan School Design Workshop  
Notes from 14 September 2017 
 
Thank you for inviting the Oxford Design Review Panel (ODRP) to engage in a Design 
Workshop for the Swan School site. We thank the design team for their presentation at this 
early stage in design development. We appreciate the considered approach taken to the 
design process. 
 
Summary 
We acknowledge there are challenging constraints in developing this site, in particular the 
green belt allocation on parts of the site which require ‘very special circumstances’ to 
approve new development. However, we think the current approach to master planning has 
focused on constraints rather than opportunities and fails to make effective use of the land.  
 
In order for a case to be made for intrusion into green belt, the scheme should provide three 
high class educational institutions of equal quality. The site benefits from a valuable 
landscape setting and the scheme could better capitalise on these opportunities and be 
much more ambitious. We recommend looking at noteworthy precedents to create a new 
campus for the next generation. 

We recommend adopting a campus-approach and re-thinking the positioning of the 
buildings to resolve some of the site planning issues. Further evidence should be presented 
to justify that the site is suitable and can successfully accommodate the three schools 
proposed. Further conversations are required with all three institutions to identify 
opportunities for shared facilities and access, alleviating pressure for land on the site. 

A follow up review is highly recommended, once a clear concept has been developed, and 
there is a site wide masterplan. 
 
Masterplanning and context 
We are not yet convinced by the evidence and rationale for positioning of the three schools on 
the site. We acknowledge the effort of the design team to address the significant constraints 
in developing this land, specifically the movement of people and cars for the three different 
schools and proximity of the green belt. However, this generates a number of avoidable issues 
and we would therefore encourage the team to fully assess the merits of developing on other 
sites and define more clearly the particular merits of this site for the proposed facilities, given 
that the Meadow Brook school is serving an Oxford-wide need and could be in an alternative 
location. We felt that, as proposed, the site appeared to be overdeveloped. 
 

• We recommend greater consideration of the needs of the end user and the wider 
community - for example how parents with children of different ages attending different 
schools would carry out drop-offs and pick-ups in a coherent manner, and where 
teaching staff could interact with each other.  

• We think the avoidance of building on the green belt is hindering the site layout and we 
would recommend a positive landscape-led approach that rationalises the site layout, 
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supported by a landscape visual impact assessement. This may require consideration 
of ‘land-swaps’ and the sharing of facilities across the site and the separate institutions.  

 
Landscape and site layout  
We think a more holistic approach to site planning is required. The current approach to the 
site layout generates a number of issues that can be avoided, including a lack of distinction 
between public and private spaces, limited space for outdoor play (particularly for the new 
Meadow Brook facility), overshadowing of the Meadow Brook School by the perimeter trees 
and poor integration with the wider context. We seriously question the siting of Meadowbrook 
School. In addition, the site appears overly car-dominated with a significant proportion being 
taken up by car routes and large parking areas, creating an environment that appears 
unwelcoming to non-vehicle users and where there may be conflicts between vehicular, 
pedestrian and bicycle movements.  
 

• We think it is essential that light and shadowing studies are carried out better to 
understand the site. Alternative footprints, positioning and configuration of buildings 
should be explored in order to find the optimum the layout for the whole site, and for 
the landscape.  

• The vehicle routes and parking could be rationalised by creating a single access point 
and/or amalgamating the parking spaces and relocating the parking to a less 
prominent position within the site, as staff for each school could share a single car 
park. Driving habits and parking capacity requirements may change in the long term 
and we recommend that thought is given to the future car parking requirements.  

• The separation of vehicle and pedestrian routes could also be explored to remove 
opportunities for conflict. Pedestrian and cycle access to certain areas of the site for 
those living to the south should be considered to simplify access to surrounding 
communities. During the site visit, it was evident that an informal access has been 
created into the site from outside and this clearly demonstrates that this space is 
already used by the local community. It would be better if this use were formalised.  

• The open space provision for the Meadow Brook school is limited, and the new site 
could have a much stronger connection to its natural landscape setting to provide a 
calming environment for students.  

• More thought should be given to the role and function of landscaped areas adjacent 
to the schools. We think this should include opportunities for informal play, quiet 
interaction and relaxation in addition to the proposed formal play areas. Careful 
planning and timetabling might enable the open space and sports pitches to be shared 
by the three different schools. 

• The development should capitalise on the biodiversity, landscape and setting which 
are valuable assets and facilitate engagement with nature, as an example a garden for 
students could be provided within the Meadow Brook school site to provide respite 
from the internal school environment.  

• We support the aim to provide publicly accessible community facilities but query the 
viability and desirability of a community hall in each school. For example, there may be 
challenges in opening up the Meadow Brook school hall to members of the public. A 
mapping exercise of community facilities within the wider area is required to 
understand need and demand and it may be worth exploring if these facilities could be 
shared between schools. 
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Sustainability 
The panel welcomed the design team’s approach to sustainability, especially with respect to 
the design of classrooms and control of internal climate conditions. However, it was felt that 
in order to justify development on green belt, significant targets should be set for the use of 
renewable energy. The proposed amount of flat roof space presents significant opportunities 
for green roofs and solar energy which should be further explored. 
 
Review process 
Following a site visit, and discussions with the design team and local authority and a pre-application review, the scheme 
was reviewed on 14th September 2017. These comments supersede any views we may have expressed previously. 
 
Confidentiality 
Since the scheme is not yet the subject of a planning application, the advice contained in this letter is offered in confidence, 
on condition that we are kept informed of the progress of the project, including when it becomes the subject of a planning 
application. We reserve the right to make our views known should the views contained in this letter be made public in whole 
or in part (either accurately or inaccurately). If you do not require our views to be kept confidential, please write to 
cabe@designcouncil.org.uk. 
 

Attendees 
Wayne Dobbins ADP 
Melanie Nixon ADP 
Claire Hunt ADP/Landscape 
Paul James RLT 
Natasha Ireland JPPC 
Anne Marie Shiven Robert West 
Nadia Robinson Oxford City Council 
 
Panel Members 
Jo van Heyningen (Chair) 
Wendy Shillam 
Sophia De Sousa 
Dan Jones 
 
Cabe Staff 
Annabel Osborne Design Council Cabe 
Tom Perry Design Council Cabe 
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