Manalo & White

Manalo & White applies DeafSpace principles
to Heathlands School Extension

New classroom building prioritises serenity,
wayfinding and visual communication

Photo by Rachel Ferriman.

Heathlands School is the UK’s largest sign-language school for deaf children and
young people. Located in St Albans, Hertfordshire, and operating from its original
primary school campus purpose-built in the 1970s, the school accommodates pupils
from nursery through to Year 13, offering a Total Communication approach which
encompasses British Sign Language, Sign-Supported English and spoken English.

This autumn term, the school unveils an inclusive classroom building custom-
designed to meet the needs of deaf students, as well as optimising the setting for
pupils with visual impairment or mobility disability. The new building, designed by
London-based architects Manalo & White, working in collaboration with deaf-
architect-led practice Richard Lyndon Design, provides a supportive learning
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environment for primary and secondary students, unlocking space within the
campus to enable the school to extend its provision to include sixth form for the first
time.

A design modelled around deaf students’ needs

With muted green walls and contrasting yellow entrances, the building embodies
the ‘vibrancy’ and ‘playfulness’ that the students of the school described in a
workshop with the architects in the early stages of the project’s development.
Prioritising light and clear sightlines, it provides class settings tailored to students’
needs as well as liminal spaces beyond the classroom, which are integral for
incidental learning.

“Engaging the students at the start of this project was a critical part of the
process. Deaf people have spent their entire lives adapting to places that were
not designed for them. Listening to the students’ lived experiences allowed us
to strengthen their relationship with their environment.Their stories at the
beginning became a creative force for the design process and generated an
emphasis to provide a place that they value and feel valued in.”

— Richard Dougherty, Director, Richard Lyndon Design

Reimagining a school for deaf students

Specialist educational facilities for deaf children in the UK remain in rapid decline,
with one in 10 facilities closing in recent years, leaving one in four councils without
any specialised deaf facilities.” In England, deaf students are falling a whole grade
behind their hearing classmates as their needs are not being met, resulting in a
‘Deaf Attainment Gap’.2

" National Deaf Children’s Society, Feb 2019 ‘Lost generation’ of deaf children falling
a grade behind at GCSE: https://www.ndcs.org.uk/about-us/news-and-
media/latest-news/lost-generation-of-deaf-children-falling-a-grade-behind-at-

gcse/

2 SEN Magazine, Jan 2023: https://senmagazine.co.uk/content/specific-
needs/hearing-impairment/18412/deaf-children-are-being-failed-by-the-
education-system/
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The new building has a distinctive identity on the campus. Photo by Rachel Ferriman.

Heathlands School caters to children from 34 different local councils, and offers
accommodation to a small number of boarders. With student intake rising from 110
to 157 pupils in the past five years, there has been an urgent need to expand
capacity.

The school’s initial brief sought a first-floor extension to an existing single-storey
block, but tender-winners Manalo & White and Richard Lyndon Design — believing
that this proposal would be limiting, unnecessarily disruptive, costly and suboptimal
— encouraged the school to consider an alternative possibility.

After conducting a detailed appraisal of the entire campus in consultation with staff
and students, the architects developed a comprehensive masterplan of how the site
could evolve to meet the changing needs of its learning community, with minimal
disruption to the ongoing operations of the school. Occupying what was an
underused corner of the school campus, ensuring ease of access during
construction, and delivered for a limited budget of £1 million within a narrow
construction window of eight months, the launch of the new building marks the
completion of the masterplan’s first phase.
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Built for simplicity, access and flexibility

The new block is designed to be simple and flexible, acknowledging and responding
to students’ sensory needs. It comprises six classrooms and an outdoor teaching
area linked to the wider playground.

Fitted with photovoltaic panels on the roof, built from natural materials, naturally
ventilated and flooded with daylight, the building fulfils all of the qualities expected
of a new education facility. Beyond this, special consideration has been given to
optimise sightlines to aid the reading of the space, and acoustics for students
wearing hearing aids or cochlear implants with the specification of carpets and
acoustic linings or panels.

Vaulted ceilings with rooflights on the first floor and large east-facing windows in all
classrooms bring in ample daylight into the classrooms while avoiding glare. Smaller
windows allow for a variety of views and enable cross-ventilation — supported by an
integrated NVHR (Natural Ventilation with Heat Recycling) unit in every room.

The new covered link creates generous liminal spaces outside of the classroom. Photo by Rachel
Ferriman.
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The plan eliminates the need for standard access corridors, which the design team
observed would be physically restrictive to students requiring BSL to communicate
while moving between classrooms. The two storeys — primary education on the
ground floor and secondary on the first — are connected to the school’s existing art
block via a new link *bridge’, which provides covered and screened external access
to the new first-floor classrooms, and a covered link via a new courtyard at ground
floor. A much-needed new lift provides access to the six classrooms and office
space, while the new paved area between and around the buildings helps to
connect and activate the play areas around the edges of the campus. These outdoor
spaces offer vital relief from the added concentration fatigue associated with lip-
reading and sign reading.

Designed for communication, navigation and calm

Inside one of the new dual-aspect classrooms, with horseshoe desk arrangement. Photo by Rachel
Ferriman.
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Guided by Dougherty’s expertise in communication among deaf people and the
design principles of DeafSpace?, the classrooms reject the Victorian-era
pedagogical model of rows of desks facing the teacher. Instead, they adopt a
consistent orthogonal layout which accommodates a deaf-friendly horseshoe desk
arrangement that enables pupils in small classes of 6—-8 to face each other as well
as the teacher, encouraging collaboration and real-time interaction.

“Richard Lydon Design has been a pivotal collaborator on this project, allowing
us to better understand the needs of the deaf community. Embedding
inventive design for inclusion is a driver for all our projects at Manalo & White.
At Heathlands, the sensory experience and comfort of the students has
informed every design decision.”

- Steve Fox, Commercial Manager, Manalo & White

The colour palette has been chosen to optimise the legibility of visual
communication and minimise eye strain when conversing in sign language. In the
classrooms, interiors are painted in a soft blue to offer a clear contrast between the
background and the facial/signing expressions of classroom users. As background
colours, soft blues and greens have been proven to complement and contrast
effectively with a wide variety of skin tones, aiding communication as well as
contributing to a tranquil atmosphere.

The building’s bold green fagade gives it a strong identity within the campus while
harmonising with new landscaping. Timber battens of varying widths introduce
texture and contrasting yellow on the door frames and openings assist with
wayfinding, allowing those who are walking and signing to easily identify entry
points at a glance. These strong visual cues support the role of peripheral vision in
orientation, enhancing the navigability of the site for deaf people.

The new building is the first in a strategically planned programme of upgrades and
expansions to the Heathlands campus. Following cuts to core education funds, the
school fundraised for the project independently and continues to fundraise for
future phases, which include accommodation for new sixth-form students and a
sports hall.

3 https://gallaudet.edu/campus-design-facilities/campus-design-and-
planning/deafspace/

Manalo & White For further details contact Claire Curtice 6/9
Press release via manaloandwhite@zetteler.co.uk
October 2024


https://gallaudet.edu/campus-design-facilities/campus-design-and-planning/deafspace/
https://gallaudet.edu/campus-design-facilities/campus-design-and-planning/deafspace/

Manalo & White

AR Sy i | S | TS SN Y RS N NS N

: i il 4 :
7 3 3
U e %R

Detail of the timber battens on the facade and pupils relaxing during breaktime. Photos by Rachel
Ferriman.

The new classroom building has set a benchmark for future phases, raising the
ambitions of the co-heads and securing Heathlands’ position as a landmark to
inclusive education, meeting the needs of deaf pupils today.

“Deafness and BSL are now much more visible in mainstream UK culture; the
Queen's last parliamentary act signed was the BSL Act and in 2025, a GCSE
qualification in BSL will begin where children across the country will be able to
learn sign language at school to take forward into their future. But if we don’t
combine this with investment in specialist educational facilities, where
students can meet their educational expectations and develop independence
and strength of character, we will continue to let down deaf students. At
Heathlands deafness is part of everyone's identity and children thrive here. We
now have a deaf-designed and deaf-friendly building which supports our
teaching. It is amazing the difference that tiny details make and how
welcoming the school feels for everyone.”

— Lesley Reeves Costi, Co-headteacher
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Notes to editors

For more information and high-res photography, please contact Claire Curtice at
manaloandwhite@zetteler.co.uk.

Project data

Start on site July 2023

Completion March 2024

Construction cost £850,000

GIA 250m2

Architect Manalo & White Architects / Richard Lyndon Design
Client Heathlands School

Structural engineer engineersHRW

M&E XCO02

QS Omnium International

Project manager Omnium International
Main contractors Gemstone Construction

Manalo & White

Founded by Brian Greathead in 1999, Manalo & White is an architecture and interiors
studio that weaves together pragmatism with playfulness. With an emphasis on user
needs over spectacle and showmanship, the practice is known for its cross-sector
versatility. One of the most experienced designers of student housing and amenities
in the UK, Manalo & White has also developed an especially strong portfolio in the
arts and culture sectors. Notable projects include the new Matt's Gallery in Nine
Elms; the design of the East End Women’s Museum; a new HQ for the young
people’s Welsh-language theatre group, Fran Wen; refurbishment of Towner
Eastbourne in time for its centenary anniversary (and the Turner Prize ceremony);
and reinventing a Fitzrovia office building into the Mandrake boutique hotel.
manaloandwhite.co.uk / ®@manaloandwhite

Richard Lyndon Design

Richard Lyndon Design is a multi-disciplinary collective with a focus on working with
Deaf/Disabled artists and architects on projects across Europe and America. The
practice was founded by deaf architect Richard Dougherty, who is currently the
University Architect for Gallaudet University in Washington DC. As well as being
project architect for several highly crafted award-winning projects, Richard was the
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recipient of the ‘Project Architect of the Year’ award at the 2019 RSUA Awards
ceremony for his work on the Transport Hub in Belfast, Northern Ireland.

Richard was appointed a Design Expert at Design Council UK to bring a specific
range of expertise to their design support work. He actively participates in research
practices and presented a paper based on ‘DeafSpace’ at the European Society for
Mental Health and Deafness Congress in Wales. Richard is also leading the inception
of a new academic program at Gallaudet University for deaf people interested in
studying Architecture and DeafSpace.

Heathlands School

Since 1975 Heathlands School in St Albans, Hertfordshire, has provided outstanding
education for deaf children and young people. Now a single-site school for deaf
pupils of 3—-16, Heathlands offers nursery, primary and secondary education with a
boarding provision. From September 2024 the school will provide sixth form
education. Heathlands also operates a specialist BSL training centre.
heathlands.herts.sch.uk
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