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Thisis the fifth attempt at
an opening line. You
know why? We reckon
this case study is just
about the most inspiring
place we've ever visited.
And, frankly, were
worried we cantdoit
justice. Put it this way; if
we were still at school we
would want to be a pupil
there. Blown away at the
time, and now, eight days
later, struggling to write a
piece that even gets close,
weTe still blown away.

es, this is about a school. Harton
Technology College to be precise.
But when you boil it down to the

bare bones, it’s actually about something else.
Purposeful aspiration was a phrase used a
couple of times during our visit, and that’ll do
nicely.

Our host is Chris Braybook, Harton’s
Deputy Head. She fizzes. The kind of
educationalist you want your kids to be
nurtured by. “You can have it if you want it, it’s
just a question of hard work and attitude,’ she
says...and she means it. Harton means it. “The
school is designed to be aspirational and
purposeful. We wanted a professional working
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environment that would have an effect on
how our pupils felt’

Nothing, absolutely nothing, is seen as a
limitation for Harton’s pupils. With hard
work and attitude, you can have it, and why
not? As Chris asks, ‘if a pupil is interested in
space, why can’t they talk to someone at
NASA?’

So let’s put Harton Technology College
into context, explore a little background.
We asked Chris to talk a little more about
what the school means by purposeful
aspiration.

‘Aspiration is very important here —
Harton is in South Shields. The North East
used to have strong coal, steel, shipping and
fishing industries. Now we have none of’
these things. It’s an area of high
unemployment.

‘Some of the pupils here are members of
families who haven’t known employment
for generations. For us, we’re working to
create young people with some sense of
purpose. Opening minds to the future. We
offer a range of different learning
opportunities which are tailored to pupil
needs. Work placements for some students
are essential and the purpose built study
areas for Retail and Health, Society and
Development were specially created to offer
‘real’ life experiences. In the sixth form we
want to prepare young people for their
future — offering them some management
skills alongside their studies, developing
them for either university or the workplace.

Harton is a high performing specialist
school. Rated ‘outstanding’ by OFSTED for
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the past five years, its Technology College

status is a reflection of its outstanding work.

The funding itself is part of the £175
million South Tyneside and Gateshead
Council Building Schools for the Future
(BSF) programme. That funding is also
highly linked to ‘Applied Specialist’ schools
that focus pupils’ thoughts on work and
employability.

Ronnie Graham, from Ryder
Architecture, explains the scope of the
project, and more particularly how the
design supports Harton’s aspirational and
progressive ethos.

‘The new pavilion building
accommodates a dining and research centre
for the whole school, together with design
technology, maths, science and sixth form
centre. With an emphasis on the College’s
specialism of technology, the new building
was designed to be a learning tool for its
students, incorporating exposed structural
elements and services — allowing a firsthand
visual lesson on construction and design.
Spaces are created, such as the Technology
Barn, 120 seat lecture and small sixth form
seminar spaces .

Not due to be completed for another
few months, is Ryder’s impressively
sympathetic restoration and remodelling of’
an existing 1930s block. Although of
contrasting architectural style, the new
block pays careful consideration to the older
building. Subtle use of brickwork to the
north and south elevations, and a new
external plaza link and complement the two
buildings.

‘Flexibility was a key driver for us as we
developed the brief for the school. Based on
substantial dialogue, numerous workshops
and analytical assessment of the estate, the
architecture and interior design owes much
to our knowledge of contemporary
workspaces. It’s akin to the shell and core of
modern office design — with a flexible
interior. So we have a regular grid, cellular
office and teaching spaces arranged around
the perimeter. In the centre it’s all about
circulation with highly flexible dining and
social space. It’s an open plan concept that
allows for personalised learning. It creates
opportunities for teaching and learning in
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informal spaces. The result is variety,
informality, openness — and no corridors. It’s
like a modern corporate space in concept.
‘It’s a good specification too, adds
Ronnie. ‘Money was spent in the right areas
— and that was a prime focus in the
showecase spaces — we aimed for a lot of
transparency in breakout areas. There’s an
openness throughout as the design supports
the College’s ethos of passive supervision.
The design breaks down ‘them and us’
barriers. The students also contributed in
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our workshops as we looked for high
quality and appropriate use of colours.
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That high specification is all apparent
during our tour of the college. Glazed Polar
partitioning from Komfort adds to the
openness of the design. Top spec surfaces
from the likes of InterfaceFLOR, Muraspec
and Forbo add style and subtlety that work
well with sleek Orangebox breakout pieces.
The ceilings too are carefully considered,
with Armstrong’s Axiom C canopy ‘rafts’
and Optima tiles used to achieve impressive
acoustic levels — as well as providing the
‘open’ ceilings referred to by Ronnie.

In fact, if it wasn’t for the minor matter
of 245 miles between Harton and Saffron
‘Walden, we would happily have spent
several hours more touring the impressive
space.

Ronnie’s explanation of the
contemporary, open design of the new
block makes total sense in the context of
the college’s aspirations. This is a place
which is driven by the pursuit of
excellence, a sense of never settling for
second best. Let’s be right about this — the
pursuit of excellence is the only way
forward for all our kids, not least for those
from the North East.

And we'e sorry about the faltering
opening sentence that started this piece —
we worry we don’t do Harton justice. So, in
contrast to our stuttering start, how about a
very definite ending?

Harton Technology College is simply

inspiring
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