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The school for visually and hearing impaired children is

approached by a newly built avenue leading off Jordanstown

Road, Newtownabbey, it is aligned on the buildings which are

set against a backdrop of woodland with the Antrim hills

beyond.  The clients regarded first impressions as very

important and there is a considerable panache and drama to

the design.  The principal element, in its pearlescent cladding

is tilted in response to the skyline.

The building is the reincarnation of the former school which

occupied the site and was built in the 1960s.  It had become

unsuitable for present day teaching needs and was

demolished in 2007, to make way for the present building

which was completed earlier this year.  The former school

continued in use during construction and consequently the

school is deeper into the site than the original structure.

Jordanstown Schools has a long history, originally as the Deaf

and Dumb Institute it occupied a handsome Tudor revival

building on the Lisburn Road Belfast, which was designed by

Charles Lanyon in 1843.  Queens University acquired the

building and demolished it in 1963, to make way for the

Medical Biological Centre.  The school moved to its present

site at Jordanstown and its attractive setting amid 26 acres of

parkland and trees which represented a considerable financial

asset and one that accrued over the years.  

When it became clear that the school needed replacement the

trustees decided to the realise some of that asset to finance

the new building programme; it was agreed that it could

function within 6 acres at the heart of the site.  The remaining

20 acres were sold to Smallwood Property Developments Ltd

as building sites for 100 houses.  At that time there was no

hint of the impending financial downturn and a good price for

the land secured ample funds for the new school.  Outline

planning permission was approved in 2006 when the

developers agreed to build a new access to the school from

Jordanstown Road.  This has been carried out and it makes for

an impressive approach but the housing has fallen victim to

the recession and the terrain around the school has a forlorn

air with derelict buildings dotting the landscape - the outlying

boarding houses of the former school.
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The timing of the sale was propitious, it raised £7 million

and the trustees were given the chance to aim for the very

highest standards in their building programme - without some

of the usual constraints.  In consultation with staff and trustees

the architects arranged a series of site visits to state of the art

examples in the field.  Local examples included Glenveigh

Special School Belfast (an earlier work of the practice), Hillcroft

Special School Newtownabbey, Knockavoe School and

Resource Centre Strabane and two examples in Scotland ie:

Donaldson's College Linlithgow, West Lothian and Hazelwood

School, Glasgow.  The process was to familiarize all concerned

with what could be achieved and it included extensive

consultation and workshops with teaching and medical staff.

Pupil requirements were assessed and analysed on a room by

room basis.

The school enjoys good public transport connections, to bus

routes and the nearby Jordanstown railway station, which is

advantageous given the wide catchment area of the school.  

It also enjoys a sense of rural tranquillity, attractive orientation

and views of Belfast Lough.  It caters for 60 pupils between the

ages of 4 and 19 and will accommodate 100 in the future. A

separate boarding house for 6 pupils occupies the northern

edge of the site where a brook winds its way among the trees.

The central block houses the secondary school and the shared

facilities.  Single storied extensions include the multi-purpose

hall and dining room to the west and a curved and
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multicoloured hydrotherapy pool projects from the front of

the façade beside the entrance.  To the east the administration

wing leads to the four classrooms of the primary school which

turn to frame an internal courtyard.  This enclosure is

maintained at the rear by the Technology and General Sciences

wing and by the free-standing boarding house.

The composition offers a fragmented and playful accumulation

of massing and alignments; of tilted roof planes and raised

and canted roof lighting.  External walls are mainly buff rustic

brickwork with some render, but the main element with its

long sloping roof has a highly distinctive finish.  It is clad in the

Trespa system of panelling and the vitreous finish possesses a

reflective quality which varies both with the alignment of each

panel and with the observer's viewpoint.  Differing light

conditions also change the pattern and personality of the

façade as it shimmers in aquamarine blues and greens.

Another striking feature is the free-form hydrotherapy pool.  It

recalls the curvilinear superstructure of Alvar Aalto's Villa

Mairea but in this instance, sheets of transparent glass ranging

in colour from red to pink to grey enclose the space rather
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than timber sheeting.  The motif recurs at first floor level at

the courtyard façade where the school library cantilevers a

curved and coloured prow in translucent glass.  These vibrant

colour schemes may have been chosen with children in mind

however the overall effect generates a mood of cheerfulness

and a sense of place.  

The interior is animated by spatial incident and a wide variety of

volumes and vistas - the foyer is a dynamic double hight space

where school assembly takes place.  It includes top lighting and

is traversed by the first floor corridor.  Throughout the building

natural lighting is generous, in special cases it is filtered though

translucent glazing and strong visual linkages between inside

and outside mean that the landscaped courtyard is an important

player in the life of the school.  The soft play and resource areas

in the primary school overlook the planted and brick-paved

courtyard with its gigantic steel ball-bearings.  Space standards

are generous, the corridors are wide and the entries to

classrooms are denoted by coloured landing areas.  Large public

spaces include absorbent panelling to maintain a moderate

acoustic level.  The heating is underfloor and the architects have

'fully embraced low carbon design and BREEAM in their design

and construction strategy'.

This practice has a long and distinguished record in the design

of schools for children with special needs.  Paddy Acheson's

earlier work at Fleming Fulton School used deep-planning and

a reinforced concrete structure, it won an RIBA

Commendation in 1986.  A subsequent school Glenveigh,

received an RIBA award in 1993.  It again featured deep-

planning this time under a light lattice roof and was hi-tech in

expression.  This project represents something of a new

departure and recalls, as already noted, the work of the

Finnish architect Aalto.  It is more relaxed and seemingly

casual than its antecedents in the disposition of elements, but

there is very much the same assiduous attention to detail and

the overall sense of thoughtful and caring design. l

David Evans

SITU: Jordanstown School, 85 Jordanstown Road
Newtownabbey Co. Antrim BT37 0QE
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