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Natasha Ireland 
JPPC Chartered Town Planners 
Bagley Croft 
Hinksey Hill 
Oxford OX1 5BS 
 
30 November 2017 
 
Design Review: The Swan School, Meadowbrook College & St Nicholas Primary School 

Our reference: DCC/0885 

Dear Natasha,  
 
Summary 
 
In our previous letter we stated that a more holistic approach to site planning was required, 
to reduce the amount of space being taken up by car routes and parking, which risk creating 
an unwelcoming environment where there may be conflicts between vehicular, pedestrian 
and bicycle movements. We also questioned the siting of Meadowbrook School in the 
south west corner of the site. Given that there have been no fundamental changes to the 
site layout since the previous review our concerns regarding the siting of the Meadowbrook 
facility and the site layout remain. Furthermore, we think the narrative and rationale for the 
proposal has not developed sufficiently and would advise the design team to continue 
exploring other options to address these concerns, taking advantage of opportunities for 
collaboration between institutions where possible. 
 
We think the site layout has been overly led by avoidance of building on the green belt and 
are not yet convinced that the three institutions (St Nicholas Primary School, Meadowbrook 
School and Swan School) sit comfortably on this site together. The scheme urgently needs 
to be set in the context of a more robust masterplan that facilitates a more strategic 
approach to landscaping, movement routes and future development opportunities and sets 
a clear rationale for positioning of the three schools across the site.  
 
We think the project could be much more ambitious and go beyond meeting the current 
operational requirements of the two institutions (Swan School and Meadowbrook). 
Currently the scheme is not responding well to its surrounding context in terms of its 
landscaping and architecture, with the impression that the scheme is not bespoke nor 
informed by its unique context. We are also concerned by the lack of inspiration/identity in 
the elevational design. The site benefits from a valuable landscape setting and the 
architectural design could be more specific to this setting. We think that the schools could 
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be differentiated from each other in their façade design and articulation to forge a distinct 
identity for each facility and create more variety in architecture.  
 
Our comments relate to maximising the quality of the design in terms of how the project 
will contribute positively to the surrounding context as well as provide a quality learning 
environment for pupils. The purpose of this Design Review is to comment on the merits of 
the design of the scheme. The panel is not making an assessment of the case for 
development in the Green Belt; it is for the local planning authority to make this assessment. 
  
Landscape and site layout  
The overall site layout is not performing to its best ability and there are missed 
opportunities for collaboration, such as shared vehicle entrances and car parking for the 
schools as well as a lack of anticipation of how St Nicholas primary school will develop in 
the future.	 
  
We have ongoing concerns since the last review regarding the overall site layout, the 
positioning of the Meadowbrook School and a significant proportion of the site being taken 
up by car routes and large parking areas. It would appear that the requirements of each 
school facility have been viewed in isolation, creating a layout that feels disjointed. Whilst 
we understand the operational requirements of each facility may differ, we think a more 
holistic approach to site planning is required. 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. Future proofing of the three facilities and scope for 
rebuilding of the existing primary school in the future should be taken into account, 
including an assessment of any alternative positions for this facility and buildings on the site 
that may be nearing the end of their useable lifetime. As an example, the relocation of St 
Nicholas primary school facility to the north in the future might enable the vehicle routes 
and parking to be rationalised by creating a single access point, which might facilitate the 
amalgamation of some of the parking areas, this should be allowed for as far as possible in 
the design. 
 
It is positive that a landscape visual impact assessment is being carried out, this study 
should also consider the view cones within Oxford. However, we think some more work is 
required to progress the landscaping for the site and more thought should be given to the 
role and function of landscaped areas adjacent to the schools and the proposed buildings 
could engage more positively with the landscape setting. We think opportunities for 
informal play, quiet interaction and relaxation should be incorporated in addition to the 
proposed formal play areas. The biodiversity, landscape and setting are valuable assets that 
could provide opportunities for outdoor education, as an example by including swales to 
teach students about sustainable drainage and ecology.  
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The open space provision for the Meadow Brook school is limited, and the new site could 
have a stronger connection to its natural landscape setting to provide a calming 
environment for students. We understand that students at this facility require more 
controlled environmental conditions to learn effectively and there are concerns that views 
from outside might be distracting in a classroom environment. However, creating views of 
less distracting parts of the landscape and greenery from classrooms could help create a 
calming environment for learning. If high security fencing is required for the Meadowbrook 
School then climbing plants could help soften this feature and integrate it carefully within 
its context. 

More thought should be given to the longevity and resilience of green infrastructure and 
plants, particularly to climate change in the long term, and how any spaces and green 
walls/roofs will be maintained. Incorporating climbing plants within the elevations could 
also help to create a more inviting and inspiring environment for young people and is a 
more affordable option than a full green wall. The west facing courtyard within the new 
Swan School facility might receive quite limited sunlight during winter months which should 
inform the choice of plant species for this space. The orientation of this area is not making 
the most of this space and a north-south orientation could be reconsidered.  

The scheme would particularly benefit from an analysis of the condition of the existing on-
site trees to inform a wider tree assessment strategy, some of the on-site trees may be in 
poor health and could be removed to rationalise the site layout. 

 

Building design 
Both school buildings lack a strong sense of identity or inspiration and do not yet integrate 
well with their context. More work is needed on the articulation of each building and 
thought should be given to the sense of character and identity being created. It is not yet 
clear how the architecture responds to the landscape setting. The landscape in the corner 
of the site where the new Meadowbrook facility will be located is different in nature and 
character to the proposed site for the new Swan School. The design should be informed by 
a narrative which could be used to express/celebrate each individual context.  
 
We would encourage you to adopt a different expression for each of the new facilities to 
create a distinct identity for each school rather than adopting a uniform approach to the 
design which runs the risk of creating an environment that could feel monolithic and 
lacklustre. We are not convinced that the non-standard colour for the cladding is special 
enough to create a high quality piece of architecture. We think the buildings would benefit 
from more architectural diversity and a bespoke façade treatment. Features such as the 
timber box/school sign for the Swan School facility would benefit from more 
expression/detailing and the architecture could do more to create an identity for this 
facility. 
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Internally, we would advise more work is carried out to improve flexibility in the design. 
Positioning the stairwells at the end of each block could constrict their adaptability in the 
future.  The buildings appear dominated by tight and unrelenting corridors and the dining 
hall is also very long and narrow. We think there is potential to improve the quality of the 
student experience by revisiting the internal layout and including roof lights to provide 
more sunlight in north facing classrooms or even a roof terrace area, which could provide a 
reward for sixth formers and somewhere for younger pupils to aspire to as they move up 
the school.  
 
We hope you have found the review process and the content of this letter useful. Should 
you have any other queries please do hesitate to contact us. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Annabel Osborne 
 
Review process 
Following a site visit, and discussions with the design team and local authority and a pre-application review, the scheme was 
reviewed by Gillian Horn (Chair), Ruth Butler, Jessica Byrne Daniel, Jon Rowland, Dan Jones and Kathryn Davies on November 
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 
Charles Greenall ADP 
Melanie Nixon ADP 
Claire Hunt ADP - Landscape 
Natasha Ireland JPPC 
Anne Marie Shivnen Robert West 
Nadia Robinson Oxford City Council 
Louise Waite Oxford City Council 
 
 
Cabe Staff 
Annabel Osborne Design Council Cabe 
James Harris Design Council Cabe 
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