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NICK HAYHURST

RESEARCH OUTPUT

The research output is the design of three state-run primary 
school buildings in London constructed between 2014 and 
2020: Pegasus Academy, Whitehorse Manor Schools, ‘Pegasus’ 
(2014); Hillyfield, Primary Academy, ‘Hillyfield’ (2017) and Edith 
Neville Primary School, ‘Edith Neville’ (2020).

The projects, designed by the architect Nick Hayhurst, are located in 
different parts of London. Each school has its own leadership team and 
is located in a catchment area comprising pupils from different socio-
economic, ethnic and cultural backgrounds. Each project synthesises a 
series of unique urban, physical and operational ‘challenges’ with a clear 
set of pedagogical ‘opportunities’ for a specific community.

The three projects explored common themes and issues associated 
with immersive consultative techniques applied in contemporary 
school design.

(above) Pegasus Academy: 
External view

(overleaf)
Edith Neville Primary School: 

External view

Hillyfield Primary Academy: 
External view
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(above) Hillyfield: Consultation map

(right) Edith Neville: Pupil consultation responses



UNIVERSITY OF BRIGHTON

05

Space for Learning

(above) Edith Neville Primary 
School: Internal view

(left) Pegasus Academy: 
Internal view
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Hayhurst investigated the possibilities and limitations of an 
approach to school building design based on co-production 
with educators and pupils.

He articulated three primary questions:

1. Is there a model for the design of schools and learning 
environments that places a school’s specific educational pedagogy 
and educational and physical context at the centre of an emergent 
design process?

2. What activities can designers adopt to help realise these aims?
 
3. What are the differences in the outputs when compared with the 

prevailing standardised typologies and other engagement-led 
design processes applied to schools?

Hillyfield Primary Academy 
Internal view



UNIVERSITY OF BRIGHTON

07

RESEARCH CONTEXT

The Department for Education’s baseline designs for schools 
(2014) introduced the development of systematised, contractor-
led design processes that resulted in identikit teaching spaces 
and simple typological spatial models for the organisation of 
the building. This led to designs where there is little variation 
in spatial strategy, the character of learning environments 
or in how they respond to pupils’ specific learning needs. 
In this context, the role of the architect is limited to siting or 
re-organising the baseline design around the constraints of a 
particular site.
 
The focus on standardised school design continues to be promoted 
in 2020 with the Department for Education’s new £3 billion contractor 
framework seen as the next step in the evolution of off-site construction 
of school buildings for new free schools and academies. 
 
This is a form of procurement that promotes the primacy of the 
constructional process over the response to an educational brief and, 
in seeking to standardise construction processes as well as spatial 
arrangements, gives individual schools less authorship and less agency 
in the creation of their individual school environments.
 
Such an approach has given rise to a community of architectural 
practices, including Cottrell & Vermeulen, AOC and Walters & Cohen 
engaged in promoting tailored spatial and architectural responses 
to education briefs. It has also led to a number of publications on 
contemporary school design that – generally – are organised as 
collections of projects that have sought to tweak or subtly vary the 
parameters set by government rather than necessarily address the 
design of educational spaces from first principles.  
 
This research aimed to explore how the application of immersive 
consultative techniques and co-design processes can help identify key 
educational objectives and design outcomes that respond to specific 
pedagogical approaches, specific demographic, cultural and learning 
needs, and the role that contemporary schools play in place-making.

Hillyfield Primary Academy: 
External view
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(top) Department for Education 1Form Entry 210 place JMI Primary School (Ground floor plan)

(bottom) Department for Education 3Form Entry 630 place JMI Primary School (Ground floor 
plan) 
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Henshaw, P. (2016) ‘“Rigid” 
approach to new-build schools 

could cause problems’ 
Building Magazine

Available at https://www.sec-ed.
co.uk/news/rigid-approach-to-

new-build-schools-could-cause-
problems/

Space for Learning

https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/news/rigid-approach-to-new-build-schools-could-cause-problems/
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/news/rigid-approach-to-new-build-schools-could-cause-problems/
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/news/rigid-approach-to-new-build-schools-could-cause-problems/
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/news/rigid-approach-to-new-build-schools-could-cause-problems/
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RESEARCH PROCESS

The research explored and tested co-
design methodology with a range of school 
leaders, pupils and educationalists, whilst 
simultaneously interrogating and challenging 
what a good learning environment might be 
and the role that each school might play in 
contemporary place-making. 

Through workshops, engagement events, 
scenario testing and physical models, Hayhurst 
developed three different school designs 
that emerged as a response to the issues 
raised during the unique co-design process 
undertaken with each school community.

COLLABORATIVE TEACHING, 
COLLABORATIVE CLASSROOMS 
(HILLYFIELD)
Hillyfield at the Park (‘The Park’) is a newly-formed 
four-form entry (4FE) satellite site to an existing 3FE 
primary school (Hillyfield on the Hill – ‘The Hill’) in 
Walthamstow, East London. The architectural project 
included the creation of eight new-build classrooms 
as a new independent wing. The school were keen 
to develop the approaches to teaching and learning 
already adopted at ‘The Hill’ which included both 
team-teaching (ie. two groups of pupils being 
taught together: 60 pupils and four staff) and group 
teaching (ie. pupils - sometimes streamed by ability - 
working in groups of six with a teaching assistant). 

The research relates to the manipulation of internal 
spatial planning and external building form to 
provide a configuration of teaching spaces that 
facilitated the school’s specific approach to teaching 
and learning within the gross area and financial 
constraints of a Department for Education (DfE) 
Targeted Basic Needs Funded (TBNF) project. 

A series of diagrammatic plans and ‘teaching group 
drawings’ were used to test different configurations 
that enabled different forms of teaching and learning, 
providing for a digital wall in each classroom as well 
as providing long views over the adjacent park. 

Hillyfield Primary Academy:
 External view

(top) Architect’s drawing showing 
likely effect of matured planting

(bottom) Building in use upon 
completion
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Hillyfield: Consultation event 
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Hillyfield: Classroom study

Hillyfield: Classroom sketch
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A SCHOOL AS A GALLERY, A 
SCHOOL IN A PARK (EDITH 
NEVILLE) 
Located between Euston and St Pancras Stations 
in Central London, Edith Neville Primary School 
is a new one-form entry (1FE) primary school that 
replaces an existing 1970s building on the same site. 
The re-building of the school forms part of an £85m 
regeneration scheme of three urban blocks adjacent 
to an urban park. 

The school’s intake largely comprises children from 
a number of mixed-ethnic groups and children that 
are part of large family groupings in an area with high 
levels of social-economic deprivation. The creation of 
a new school provided the opportunity to consider 
the school’s objective of creating a ‘family-focused 
school’ from first principles. 

The research questioned: what the points of 
interaction between staff and parents were; how 
values of a family-focused school were enabled 
spatially; how parents were welcomed into the site; 
how a parent from a large family group with children 
in different years might interact with other parents 
and staff; and how pupils could share their work in 
school with parents. 

Working with the School Leadership Team (SLT), 
governors and a Client Design Advisor (CDA), 
initial research focused on the idea of creating a 
school journey: testing the experience of pupils, 
parents and staff ‘from bedroom to classroom’ 
and the interactions that they would have on their 
journey. This informed a number of mind-maps 
of connections and interactions which led to the 
creation of a family-scaled courtyard in the centre of 
the school’s site into which parents are welcome. The 
courtyard enables access to every teaching space as 
well as to the school’s gallery, where large-scale art 
work is displayed, and parents can access the nursery. 

Further consultation with pupils and parents also 
helped inform the design of the school’s boundary 
condition. One pupil workshop group asked children 
to draw or model an intervention in the playground. 
This resulted in a number of children drawing 
structures that resembled look-out-like towers 
and in the subsequent conversation with pupils it 
emerged that pupils felt unsafe in the current school 
playground. This consultation led to an iterative 
design process where different levels of exposure, 
containment and security were considered and 
played back to the children and school community.

Edith Neville Primary School:
External rendering
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Edith Neville: 
SLT consultation workshop

and bespoke spatial adjacency diagram
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Edith Neville: Pupil consultation
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(above) Edith Neville: Manifesto 
(below) Edith Neville: Site development

(overleaf) Edith Neville: Journey

Space for Learning
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THE CHAMELEON SCHOOL, A 
COLLAGE OF THREADING AND 
MIMICKING (PEGASUS)
Pegasus Academy Trust, Whitehorse Manor Schools 
comprises the co-located two-form entry (2FE) 
Infants and Junior Schools. The project included 
the expansion of the school to 3FE alongside 
rationalisation of the school’s external spaces. 

Research focused on the design of: 

a. a new wing of reception-stage teaching spaces 
that could help bring a new 3FE year group 
together,  

b. a new wing of Year Six spaces that could 
help reduce anti-social behaviour, provide 
opportunities for different scales of learning 
spaces and promote the best approach to 
passive solar gain and natural ventilation. 

The research relates to the organisation and 
manipulation of internal environments – both in terms 
of plan but also sectional arrangement and how the 
profile of the new teaching spaces responds to the 
distinctive profiles of the existing school buildings. 

Working with the school’s teaching staff, an 
assessment of the locations of anti-social behaviour 
were mapped out across the school and analysed. 
The research informed the decision to include single-
banked corridors with visibility from group teaching 
spaces connected with double-leaved doors to 
maximise long oblique views and under-sized toilets 
that had the effect of limiting the number of pupils 
that could be in the room at one point. 

 Pegasus Academy:
External view
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(top) Pegasus: Learning-scale sections
(bottom) Pegasus: Site axonometric

(overleaf) Pegasus: Roof-scale diagrams



20

NICK HAYHURST

Space for Learning



UNIVERSITY OF BRIGHTON

21

Pegasus: Landscape workshop
Pegasus: Landscape diagram
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(top) Pegasus Academy: 
Hall development diagrams

(middle) Pegasus Academy: 
Infant area diagrams

(bottom) Pegasus Academy: 
Junior School sketch

Space for Learning
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RESEARCH INSIGHTS

The research established the concept of 
school design as a manifestation of the 
engagement and co-design processes: 
learning environments that respond to 
specific pedagogical approaches, educational 
management styles and physical contexts. 

There are two key research insights:

CO-DESIGN PROCESSES
Each of the three school design projects forming 
part of this research study embarked on unique co-
design processes that allowed different constituent 
stakeholders to participate in the design process, 
to test and reflect on the emerging designs that 
contribute to the design of the final outcomes. This 
process of allowing individual and collective voices to 
be heard and given agency within the design process 
led to specific challenges and insights into areas of 
school design. For example, the sense of security 
as seen by pupils (Edith Neville Primary School) or 
designing-out spaces for bullying (Pegasus Academy, 
Whitehorse Manor). The design of the buildings 
was thus developed by the architect in response 
to specific pedagogical approaches, and specific 
demographic, cultural and learning needs.

SPATIAL ORGANISATION
Each of the three school design processes led to 
specific insights and questions that influenced the 
spatial organisation of each school. Critically, the 
desired outcomes emerging from the co-design 
processes were not catered for in the DfE’s baseline 
designs and led to different approaches to the 
design of a classroom and different approaches to 
the configurations and adjacency of spaces around 
each respective school site. The key question that this 
raises is: if these schools are representative of school 
communities around the UK, what type of school is 
the DfE baseline design – or indeed any standardised 
design - for? Is it driven to provide the best possible 
educational spaces or the most systematised and 
cost-effective, construction-led procurement? The 
research work has allowed reflection on the merits 
and limitations of standardised design solutions. 

Edith Neville: Co-design process, 
staff workshop 
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DISSEMINATION

The projects have been disseminated through a range of 
publications including books, journal articles and a variety of 
professional press and mainstream media both nationally and 
internationally. 

Some of these pieces have been authored by the researcher and feed 
into current professional and academic activities; in others, the works 
have been written about by researchers, policymakers, architects and 
journalists. The research project has been the subject of several lectures.

The projects have been the recipient of RIBA Awards, Civic Trust Awards, 
NLA Awards and the Whitehorse Manor Schools Project won the 2015 
Architectural Review Schools Award: the best school building completed 
in the world that year beating entries from the USA and India.

Beyond the built work, the wider cultural context of the project is 
explored through written papers and other secondary forms of 
representation: some of which is academic, some of which is industry-
led. As a leading researcher and practitioner in the field, Hayhurst was 
selected as the Architect for the RIBA Clore Learning Space: the first 
purpose-built space for teaching children about architecture.

Pegasus Academy: 
Corridor view (Juniors)
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Awards

Press

Lectures

FX International Interior Design Award: Best Public Sector Interior Award: Winner, 2014 
(Pegasus Academy Trust, Whitehorse Manor Schools).

New London Architecture Awards Best Education Project: Shortlisted 2014 (Pegasus 
Academy Trust, Whitehorse Manor Schools).

RIBA Regional Award: Winner, 2014 (Pegasus Academy Trust, Whitehorse Manor Schools).
AJ Retrofit Award (Schools): Winner 2015 (Pegasus Academy Trust, Whitehorse 

Manor Schools).
Architectural Review Schools Award (International): Winner, 2015 (Pegasus Academy Trust, 

Whitehorse Manor Schools) .
Civic Trust Award: Winner, 2015 (Pegasus Academy Trust, Whitehorse Manor Schools)
New London Architecture Awards Best Urban Strategy: Shortlisted 2017 (Edith Neville/

Central Somers Town).
London Planning Awards 2018, Winner (Edith Neville/Central Somers Town).
National Urban Design Awards: Finalist 2019 (Edith Neville/Central Somers Town).
Building Award: Delivering Social Value Award: Winner, 2020 (Edith Neville/Central 

Somers Town).

Future Schools: Innovative Design for Existing and New Buildings. Nick Mirchandani and Dr 
Sharon Wright, RIBA Publishing, 2015.

‘Hayhurst and Co adds a golden extension to a Victorian London school’ – Dezeen, 
February 2015.

‘The best school in the world found in…..Croydon’, The Architect’s Journal, 
September 2015.

‘Whitehorse Manor School’ – The Architectural Review, September 2015 .
100 Projects UK CLT – Waugh Thistleton Architects, September 2018.

New London Architecture (Building Centre), London, 2014.
Duncan of Jordanstone School of Art, University of Dundee, Dundee, 2017.
School of Architecture and Design, University of Brighton, 2017.
Scott Sutherland School of Architecture, Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen, 2018.
RIBA Hampshire, Winchester, 2018.
Architecture Today Lecture (Building Centre), London, 2019.
New London Architecture (Building Centre), London, 2019.
Architecture Foundation 100 day studio (virtual), 2020.

Space for Learning
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