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At a recent school opening (part new build, 
part refurbishment) the speakers were at 
pains to criticise contractor design and build 

procurement as detrimental to the process of 
delivering good quality school buildings. This is not 
uncommon, particularly as the main speaker was an 
architect who had originally been instructed by the 
school, but was then novated post contract to the 
main contractor. 

The speaker panel also included the School Head, 
an educationalist and a trustee of a multi academy 
trust. A passionate debate ensued on the subject of 
good design versus out-turn costs. The subject matter 
was the school, but in reality they could have been 
discussing a building in any other sector. The school 
head was very happy with the new facilities, reflecting 
upon the immense improvement to pupil's education; 
the educationalist advocated that excellence in design 
was necessary to deliver excellence in education, 
whilst the trustee felt that education was about 
people and that buildings were secondary, but 
acknowledged that some functional elements of 
building design were essential.

The trustee had a very pragmatic view of affordable 
design and acknowledged it was critical to ensure 
life cycle costs formed an essential part of the brief. 
The essence of the discussion moved from the form 
of procurement to the delivery of the design. Good 
design for schools should not be expensive and 
affordable capital and whole life cycle costs should be 
central to the definition of good design.

In this age of austerity, the Education Funding 
Agency (EFA) is seeking to reverse historical trends of 
expensive school costs, such as the halted Building 
Schools for the Future programme and more recently 
Phase 1 of the Priority School Building Programme. 
The focus is on delivering the essential requisite 
standards at affordable cost levels and less on the 
desirables.

The RIBA report – ‘Better spaces for learning’- 
highlights the challenges facing the EFA, 
particularly with the move to centralisation through 
academisation and free school delivery. The need to 
accommodate unique local circumstances for each 
project is important and the RIBA summarised the 
report’s proposals around three themes:

1. Improved communications and information; 
2. A more flexible approach to the rules governing 

the design and size of new schools to allow for 
the best possible use of resources and; 

3. Taking a smarter approach to the use of building 
management systems. 

The RIBA believe the government should review how 
current centrally delivered school projects are working 
and that the professionals designing and building 
schemes should be given greater flexibility, rather 
than a ‘one size fits all’ approach. The RIBA report is a 
good read and the call for a review is appropriate to 
ensure we are learning lessons and adapt as we move 
forward. We need to ensure the next cycle of schools 
delivered prompts positive news reading in the next 
few decades.

The need for flexibility to reflect local circumstances 
makes sense but how can this be controlled? It 
requires experienced resources to be available and 
this is expensive. The industry is currently resource 
light and the need for robust documentation defining 
standards and quality requirements to capture design 
is critical, together with the expertise to manage the 
delivery of quality. Contractor design and build as 
a procurement process is much maligned but with 
the right platform and management in place it can 
deliver the best of both, that is pragmatic, affordable 
buildability with quality design and workmanship. 
A solid procurement platform established from 
inception can deliver good design and school buildings 
that will make all stakeholders happy.

For more information, please contact Dan Pescod at 
dpescod@calfordseaden.com or on 01689 888 222. 

There is an ongoing argument in school development circles: 
good design versus out-turn costs. 

School Building Cost 
vs Design Excellence 
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Educating our way out of 
the skills gap
The summer edition of ‘Did You Know’ came 

just prior to the EU referendum vote. During 
the referendum many suggested that whether 

we remained in the EU or not, Britain’s property and 
construction industry would continue to be under 
severe pressure due to a serious skills shortage 
problem. Many argued that the UK had become over-
reliant on overseas skills, however whilst that may be 
the case, the question has to be asked: why can’t the 
UK produce our own skilled workers? 

But what about those working in architecture 
which, as we know, is a complex and challenging 
profession? One of the key factors in closing the skills 
gap in the industry is for firms to invest in education. 
calfordseaden is doing just that by supporting Ben 
Hicks, Lee Walker, Matthew Wardley, Marek Gordon 
and Nathanael Smetham in furthering their skills. 

Ben Hicks BA (Hons), Associate at calfordseaden, has 
just started his  second year at London South Bank 

University studying a Masters in Architecture and 
is aiming to become a fully qualified architect, 
building upon his decade's worth of experience 
in the industry. “Whilst I have gained invaluable 
experience over the past 13-years in the 

architects’ team at calfordseaden, what I love 
about studying is the design freedom the 

university brings along with being on the 
cusp of the latest trends and ideas the 
industry has to offer,” comments Ben.

Ben, who leads the Practice’s multi-disciplinary 
Revit and BIM design group, is hoping mixing study 
with work will help him fulfil his career ambitions. 
“The course has already enhanced my presentation 
skills and belief in my own capabilities,” adds Ben. 
“Frequent critiques are held where design tutors, 
guest lecturers, and my fellow pupils all question your 
approach and ideas for design projects. This means I 
have to create my own supportive argument for the 
scheme. It certainly enhances my skillset.”

This desire to combine work with study has 
filtered throughout the Practice, with numerous 
calfordseaden employees now attending London 
South Bank University. Nathanael Smetham BA 
(Hons), Architectural Assistant, says his current course 
empowers him to gain more knowledge about the 
technical aspects of architecture whilst, at the same 
time, broadening his design skills. 

“This is very important to me,” comments 
Nathanael. “I enjoy working across a broad 
range of architecture but I do have a keen 
interest in 3D modelling techniques in 
theatre and stage design. The course is fully 
complementing this interest.” Nathanael 
has been joined by colleague Marek Gordon 
BA (Hons) Dip arch RIBA, who is also an 
Architectural Assistant and studying 
RIBA Professional Practice Part 3.

Marek commented: “Ben and Nathanael 
spoke very highly of London South Bank 
University and the transport connections 
from the office was a crucial factor. Whilst I 
have to make sacrifices, this course supports 

my aim to progress up the career ladder. 
I’m keen to ensure my creative side is 
as equally strong as my practical and 
technical mind.” 

But it’s not just the university 
itself that is providing inspiration to 

graduates. “The central London location is a brilliant 
canvas to draw inspiration from,” adds Nathanael, 
who is just starting his final year studying the RIBA 
Part 2 Professional Award.

There have been well documented concerns about 
the lack of skills facing the architectural industry, 
particularly after the Brexit vote, with fears that 
projects will dry up and recruitment put on hold.
This is why calfordseaden encourages employees 
of all positions to enhance their skillset through 
education and training. “The firm provides a very 
supportive environment and the fact I’m attending 
the course with two of my colleagues can only benefit 
all of us,” comments Lee Walker, BA (Hons) Arch Dip 
Arch ACIAT, who is a Senior Architectural Technologist 
at calfordseaden.

Lee, whose experience in architectural practice 
amounts to over 14-years, says the course is already 

covering many aspects of professional architectural 
practice. “This means that upon completion a 
candidate will be eligible to apply to the Architects 
Registration Board to register as an architect and join 
the Royal Institute of British Architects as a chartered 
member,” adds Lee.

This sentiment and ambition is something echoed by 
Lee’s colleague and Architectural Assistant, Matthew 
Wardley, who says he expects the course to make 
significant changes to his career path. Matthew, who 
is studying RIBA Professional Practice Part 3, says: 
“Becoming a chartered architect will empower me to 
influence more decision making within the industry 
and ensures the Practice has more qualified architects 
under its roof.”

Clearly, investing in education represents an 
opportunity for individuals to hone their skills and 
make them a greater asset to their company and 
industry, thus resulting in a more skilled workforce. 
It’s the end of one chapter and the start of another, 
as Lee Walker testifies: “Having completed my Degree 
in Architecture part 1 and Diploma in Architecture 
part 2 in 2005, I have worked in the industry for a long 
period of time yet I’m unable to refer to myself as 
an architect. Successfully completing this course will 
signal the end of my training but also the beginning of 
my career as an architect.”

For more information, please contact Ben Hicks at 
bhicks@calfordseaden.com or on 01689 888 222. 
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The North West Cambridge Development (NWCD) 
continues to evolve everyday, bringing a new 
community one step closer together to realising the 

University of Cambridge’s original vision and masterplan. 
The university has appointed calfordseaden to act as NEC 
Supervisor on Phase 1 for both infrastructure and building 
construction to deliver their vision of a new district and 
extension to the city, centred around a mixed academic 
and urban community.

The University of Cambridge first started looking at ways 
to resolve the housing pressures facing its employees and 
researchers in the 1980s, when it identified a 150-hectare 
site just two miles away from the city centre as the best 
site for its most ambitious development. It recognised 
the need to be able to recruit and retain staff, bringing 
them to Cambridge to maintain its competitiveness in a 
global market. With a £1 billion budget, the North West 

Cambridge Development is radically taking shape as it 
rises from what was once university-owned farmland.
With 800 years of development history, but not a very 
extensive history of developing residential, the North 
West Cambridge Development is certainly different 
for the University of Cambridge. The university did not 
wish to replicate any other large scale developments; 
local facilities including a new primary school, shops 
and healthcare facilities are being provided at the very 
beginning. Many university staff moving into their 
new homes will be from outside the Cambridge area, 
if not the UK, so the university wants to ensure they 
have a community and social ecosystem to move in to 
and to create places where people can come together, 
collaborate, innovate and support the university. 

Most of the North West Cambridge Development will 
be retained by the university, including 1,500 homes for 

The University of Cambridge Primary School was 
officially opened on Monday, 26 September 
2016 by the University’s Vice-Chancellor, 

Professor Sir Leszek Borysiewicz and chair of the 
school governors, Professor John Rallison.

The official unveiling of a plaque to commemorate 
the day was part of a special school assembly led 
by the school’s Headteacher, James Biddulph. The 
assembly included music, singing with actions (which 
everyone, including all project team members had to 
join in with), a story, brief speeches and the launch 
of a new book about the school, “A University’s 
Challenge: Cambridge’s Primary School for the 
Nation” published by Cambridge University Press. 

The primary school is part of the North West 
Cambridge Development and is the first building 
completed. calfordseaden is NEC Supervisor for the 
whole development and worked closely with the 
client team, architect (Mark Barfield Architects), main 
contractor (Willmott Dixon), other consultants and 
sub-contractors to help deliver the school ready for 
its key opening dates of September 2015 and January 
2016.

The school has already been well received by 
the local community and was awarded a ‘Highly 
Commended’ accolade at the Cambridge Design 
and Construction Awards in the Best New Building 
– Large category. It was also shortlisted for the 2016 
Structural Steel Design Awards. 

For more information, please contact Tim Jackson at 
tjackson@calfordseaden.com or on 01689 888 222. 

Official opening of the University of 
Cambridge Primary School
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university and college staff. They will also have 2,000 
student bedrooms, which are being built alongside the 
local community facilities. Furthermore, there will also 
be 1,500 homes for private sale and the university has 
identified a number of developer partners for those parts 
of the site, the first two of which are Hill and Countryside. 
In addition to being the NEC Supervisor on Phase 
1, calfordseaden is also leading in an advisory role 
to the university and consultants involved in Lot 5, 
encompassing 325 post-graduate student bed-spaces, the 
Ridgeway and the Green Corridor. The scheme pilots the 
University of Cambridge’s Building Information Modelling 
(BIM) initiative. We are providing advice to the project 
team in managing and documenting their BIM protocols 
and ensuring the university’s own set of existing 
Employer’s Information Requirements meet and exceed 
industry standards. 

The University of Cambridge is fourth in the World 
University Rankings and a global leader in the technology 
and bioscience industries. This is an extremely complex, 
yet exciting project and we’re very proud to be part of 
the project team.

North West Cambridge Development

"CREATING A SENSE OF PLACE AND 

        COMMUNITY FROM THE OUTSET"
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Image courtesty of "Morley von Sternberg."  

The Master Plan
• 1,500 homes for University and College staff

• 1,500 private houses for sale

• Accommodation for 2,000 postgraduates

• 100,000 sqm of academic, research and 
development space of which up to 40% 
may be private research with university 
connection or research institutes

• Community facilities such as a primary 
school, community centre, health centre, 
supermarket and local shops

• A hotel

• Care home

• Sustainable transport provision including 
cycle ways

• Sports centre and playing fields

• Public open space






