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Evendons Primary School, Finchampstead Road, Wokingham
Reference: 574-888

Report of Design Review Meeting 
Date: 30 June 2016
Location: Evendons Primary School, 161 Finchampstead Road, Wokingham  RG40 3HD

Panel

Dieter Kleiner (Chair), Architect
Paul Appleby, Engineer/Sustainability
Michál Cohen, Architect
Wendy Perring, Architect/Sustainability
Simon Watkins, Landscape Architect

Presenting team

Euan Leslie, Arcadis LLP
Nicolas Maari, Arcadis LLP

Other attendees

Geoff Noble, Design South East
Katie Herrington, Wokingham Borough Council
Giles Stephens, Wokingham Borough Council
Zoe Green, Evendons Primary School
Samantha Smit, Evendons Primary School
David Fullman, Education Funding Authority

Site visit

A full site visit was conducted by the Panel ahead of the review
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Summary

The school buildings at Evendons have been adapted and extended over many years and 
no longer serve the needs of a modern primary school.  Plans for their renewal have been 
taking shape since the establishment of the new Primary School Trust and after a number of 
setbacks, the School’s programme is now urgent. 

In the Panel’s view, the proposed design is severely compromised, both in its practicality 
and its appearance. We fear it would be costly to maintain and operate in the long term.  
Regrettably we have concluded that a very different approach is needed, calling for an 
extended period of redesign.  Ideally the School would replace all the buildings, either in one 
move or through a phased programme, to create an outstanding new building to meet their 
long term needs.

We recognise that the full redevelopment option is unlikely to be accepted by School Trustees, 
mainly because of the delay it would cause to the programme, as well as uncertainties about 
EFA funding and the complications of decanting.  A less radical approach would be to review 
the original strategy and be guided more by the opportunities offered by the site, rather than 
its constraints.  In reworking the current proposals, the team could make the new classroom 
block a more discrete element that would overcome some of the circulation problems around 
the site whilst creating a stronger relationship with the outdoor spaces.

Context

Evendons is a suburb a mile to the south of Woking.  The oldest buildings on the site were 
built as a house and outbuildings in the late 18th century, but they have been heavily altered 
and are of only modest historical interest.  The complex has been in school use for many years 
and was taken over by the newly formed Evendons Primary School Trust (a Free School) 
in 2014.  The School is part of the national STEM programme, which supports learning in 
science, technology, engineering and mathematics.

Proposals for the site have been through a large number of options, with varying degrees of 
retention and new build.  The current scheme is the subject of a full planning application but 
we understand that this is the first time it has been brought to a design review panel. 

We were concerned to hear that tenders had already been issued.  We would stress the 
importance of allowing time to get the design right, then cementing the quality of key areas of 
design and construction detail into the scheme prior to entering into contract. 

Design principles

The Trust has gradually moved from a position of retaining the existing buildings to 
demolishing most of them.  The siting of the new classroom block has been conditioned by 
the desire to minimise the spread of buildings into the grounds to the north and south.  As the 
gardens are very important to the success and appeal of the School, we support that decision.  

We consider that total demolition of all the existing school buildings would offer the 
best prospect of creating an efficient new building, economical to maintain and practical 
to operate.  It could also be an inspiring work of architecture, even within the limited 
budget available.  We regret that the School’s programme now appears to rule out the full 
redevelopment option.
 59



The alternative approach, of attaching a new linear block running transversely across the site, 
is examined below.

Siting and circulation

We fully endorse the commitment to a design that preserves as much as possible of the 
playspace but this has the disadvantage of placing the front door a long way from the site 
entrance, making it unwelcoming and harder to manage.  There is also a risk of ending up 
with an impermeable island of development in the middle of the site, inhibiting movement 
across the site.   There is also the difficulty, albeit perhaps unavoidable, of having a large 
number of north-facing classrooms.

The design needs to be more intuitive for users and should better respond to how children 
arrive and are collected. What looks like the main entrance is not used by children, whereas 
a congested area at the far end of the new block also used by kitchens, deliveries and refuse 
collection is used by children and waiting parents.  This is far from ideal and imposes a 
burden on staff supervision.  

We are surprised to learn that a layby on Finchampstead Road has been ruled out on 
highways grounds as this could have solved some of the circulation problems within the site.  
We think it worth re-examining to see if the sight lines could be made acceptable, or turning 
on site could be accommodated to enable use of this entrance for service vehicles.

Architectural design

The proposed classroom block is a simple rectilinear unit, designed to comply with the EFA 
template.   The Panel does not challenge the idea of a stylistic contrast with the existing 
building, but the unbroken façade and roofline gives the block a very strong horizontal 
emphasis that exaggerates its scale and makes it appear as an awkward extrusion from the 
older building.  We also question the multiple façade treatments, and the appropriateness of 
the timber fins and rain screen.

A stronger separation between new and old would help visually, perhaps by means of a 
recessed link.   This would also help the environmental performance of the new block, which 
inevitably is compromised by having a perforate end to less efficient fabric.   Moving the block 
eastwards towards the Finchhampstead Road might also release some design possibilities.

More articulation might help, perhaps following the internal hierarchy of rooms such as 
expressing double height areas externally, or simply distinguishing the new block from the 
link and adjoining building.  The STEM room could be much more visible inside and out, 
reflecting its status within the School.  We also believe that the elevations would be improved 
by having a simpler palette of materials.   The opportunity should also be taken to look at the 
quality of the interior spaces, providing natural light to the internal corridors and making 
the classrooms as appealing as possible. Ensuring that the windows fulfil their purpose of 
providing daylight and ventilation whilst differentiating their northerly and southerly aspects 
should be a priority.   Greater floor to ceiling heights, and taller windows with top and bottom 
openings, would assist.

Given the tight construction budget, we doubt the need for the photovoltaic units on the roof, 
which seem too sparse to make a significant difference to energy saving.  An environmental 
strategy that concentrated on high thermal insulation would provide better value for money.
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Landscape and external design

The school has fine gardens to the north and south and a commendable policy of using these 
outdoor spaces for learning and play.  We fully support the team’s emphasis on this aspect and 
would encourage them to go further, for example designing the ground floor areas of the new 
building so that they can open out in fine weather.  The STEM room is an obvious contender.

The School is right to try to keep as many trees as possible and they provide an important 
screen to the traffic on Finchhampstead Road.  However, retention should not be at the 
expense of the overall landscape design.  Selective felling, even of specimens currently 
protected by tree preservation orders, should not be ruled out if they would result in wider 
gains.

This review was commissioned by Arcadis with the knowledge and agreement of Wokingham Borough 
Council.
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