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Five years ago, in the bygone days of generous
public spending on schools, Sandal Magna was
initially offered a choice between £1m to
refurbish its former school building or £2m
towards a new one. “We just felt the old school
was past its natural life,” says headteacher Julia
Simpson. “Refurbishing it would have been too
problematic and expensive. We also wanted a
more flexible and friendly teaching environment,
which the old school couldn’t provide, even
though when it opened these were the things it
was renowned for.” 

An excerpt from a local newspaper shortly
after the school opened in 1890 provides a
glowing account of the new building and a
reminder that, although architectural fashions
may change, perception of what constitutes
architectural quality does not: “The school is
most admirably arranged: the best lighted and
ventilated, the most bright and cheerful and the
neatest and most substantially fitted we have
ever entered.”
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corrugated cementitious boards and, in the
most inspired manifestation of the theme,
group study rooms that double as theatrical
performance spaces are clad in diagonally
laid timber weatherboard panels whose
asymmetrical, interweaving grain is indented
to resemble “opening stage curtains”.

The diversity of these materials and
profiles makes for a striking visual palette.
Also, the enthusiastic use of so many natural
materials is consistent with Sarah
Wigglesworth Architects’ commitment to
sustainability. However, the array of
materials occasionally gives rise to a
disjointed character.

The lack of visual unity is most keenly felt
at the main entrance, which is approached by
walking through two walls lined with
corrugated grey cementitious boards on
either side. This is in response to the
administrative areas located behind them,
but the effect is far less inviting than the
textured warmth of timber and seems a
dogmatic and utilitarian step in a building
that goes to such lengths to be empathic.

Internally the school continues many of the
visual and environmental themes evident on
its exterior. Natural materials are
everywhere, especially exposed brickwork
and cross-laminated timber. Many internal
spaces are lit solely by rooflights, including
the main hall and the central corridor that
forms the spine of the classroom block.
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1 Ground-source heat pump

2 Photovoltaic panels on main hall

3 Rainwater collection tank

4 Cooling for ICT centre provided by

heat pump

5 Allotment gardens provide external

teaching space

6 Green roofs

7 Gabion wall filled with bricks from

demolished Victorian school
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