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PROJECT STATISTICS
LOCATION - Bedfordshire
VALUE - £9.5 million
CLIENT - Bedford Borough Council
CONTRACTOR - Willmott Dixon
PROGRAMME - 32 months. First phase handover September 2018
DESIGN TEAM - Lungfish Architects
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Forest schools originated in Scandinavia and were
based on the philosophies of Friedrich Froebel,
a German pedagogue who’s ideas for education
were formed on play and activity whilst nurturing
creativity through self activity and investigation.

PRINCIPLES

The concept was brought to Britain in 1993
following an exchange trip to Denmark by
Bridgewater College who, on their return home,
set up the first forest school based on the
Danish model.

BRIEF

Forest school teaching has existed in the UK since
the early nineties as a bolt on to the mainstream
curriculum as well as a stand alone resource.
It has gained in success and popularity with
many schools adopting the concepts for their
early years teaching and many teachers
becoming qualified practitioners.
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Forest school principles:
• Forest schools should be lead by a
qualified practitioner.
• Be ‘learner led’ and ‘nature based’.
• Forest schools provide an outdoor
approach to learning, education and
play in familiar surroundings.
• Relationships with teachers and leaders
are built on trust and self exploration.
• Teaching is activity lead and allows
plenty of hands on kinaesthetic
exploration.
• Children develop self esteem, self
confidence, independence and
are encouraged and inspired as
individuals.
• Forest schools need to meet four basic
needs to succeed;		
- Warmth
(appropriate clothing)
- Food (healthy snacks)
- Drink (plenty of water)
- Safety – both physical (actual and
perceived) and emotional

CONTEXT

SOLUTION

OUTCOMES

We’re creating something very special at
Cotton End. A flagship £9.5m project for
Lungfish and Bedford Borough Council, it’s
a beautiful, innovative forest school about
to transform the way a community grows.
We’ll be giving a tiny village school an
incredible new home, creating 686 muchneeded new school places and inspiring a
generation to learn from the world around
them.

Working closely with the school and during
a series of 12 collaborative engagement
sessions, we developed the concept of the
forest school and designed an inspiring
learning environment, both inside and outside
the buildings.

The existing school is squeezed into an old
Victorian building, but on this brand new
site, on the edge of a community forest,
we’re carving out a new kind of learning
environment. The children will learn inside
and out, in specially designed meadow,
market, riverbank and woodland pavilions,
as well as a vast outdoor amphitheatre.
We’ve also created cutting-edge teacher
training facilities to help the school achieve
landmark national support status. It’s a project
that’s inspiring everyone involved – and the
children can’t wait to move in.

REQUIREMENTS
From the start, Bedford Borough Council
sought us out for this project and believed in
our forest school concept. Together, we’ve
taken the school on a hugely positive design
journey, shaping the design around their
ideas, creating something exceptional on
a local authority budget in partnership with
Willmott Dixon and Scape.

We’ve created a school campus of 4
‘teaching pavilions’ with a ‘forest gateway’
entrance building providing communal as
well as community facilities. Provision has
been made for a three form entry school plus
nursery, all sitting within a parkland setting.
The outside is as important, if not more so,
than the inside, so the project has been
developed with outdoor teaching canopies
placed around the campus which provide
shelter from the elements ensuring that
outdoor activities really do continue whatever
the weather.

“

Lungfish have enabled us to realise that
dream. They’ve taken my vision and
turned it into a reality.

FRAN COX, BEDFORD BOROUGH COUNCIL

”
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The site for the new school has been
developed in close partnership with Bedford
Borough Council and the Marston Vale Forestry
Trust with which the existing school already run
their forest school sessions.
The new school sits as a strategic part of the
long term plan to reforest large swathes of
Bedfordshire and will have tree coverage of
30% on its own site.
The aim was to create a forest school with
a village community of its own set within
an extensive park land setting, where the
relationship between the buildings and the
landscape were exploited to encourage
access to, and the integration of, the external
environment with the day to day school
curriculum.
The approach to the school forms a ‘gateway’
to the learning forest with an avenue of trees
leading the way to the main entrance of the
school.
Communal and staff facilities are located within
the ‘gateway’ building which forms the secure
line of the site. Behind this children are free to
roam and explore.
Forest school teaching relies on the high ratios
of staff to children, allowing them the freedom
to experiment and engage in supervised risk
taking.

Four stand alone teaching pavilions provide facilities
for a 60 place nursery and up to 630 pupils
between the ages of 4 and 11. Each pavilion has a
central learning zone providing communal open plan
learning environment for individual and group lessons.
Classrooms open directly to the outside with plenty of
opportunity to mix classroom-based lessons with the
spaces outside.

The individual teaching pavilions serve as a base,
where children congregate in the mornings before
being briefed and let out into the wider school site.
Meadows, forests, riverbanks, a pond with dipping
platform, drainage swales, outdoor amphitheatre, trim
trail, outdoor classroom pavilions, a market garden,
market square, cooking facilities and a café all form
key functional zones of the site allowing the journey of

discovery to take place organically and for children to
learn through engaged activity.
Rainwater harvesting, surface water drainage swales,
bug hotels, solar panels and recycling, all mean that
the children are not only learning about sustainability
within their own environment, but they play a key part
in achieving it too.
Each teaching pavilion has a ‘tack room’ where the

children can don their waterproofs and wellies before
heading outside. Lessons take place outdoors 60%
of the time whatever the weather - there is never the
wrong type of weather to be outside, only the wrong
type of clothing!

DESIGN

Teaching canopies placed around the
campus provide shelter from the elements
ensuring that outdoor activities really do
continue whatever the weather.

looks bespoke but pays homage to the
standardised and offsite manufactured
systems that Lungfish are well known for
delivering in the education market.

The buildings are constructed from
sustainable timber frames with dark brick
plinths helping to ground the single storey
structures in the landscape. Cladding is
a mixture of western red cedar shingles,
vertical cedar panels and flashes of colour
from a vertical trespa cladding. The roofs
are aluminium standing seam with roof
lights ensuring good daylight levels and
monodraught ventilation turrets which
contribute towards the natural ventilation
strategy.

The exceptionally short build programme
could only be achieved through this
method and allows the school to occupy
the first of the buildings for the new school
year in September 2018.

A flat site has been brought alive by
reusing all the waste materials on site
creating swales and bunds, ponds and
mounds. Extensive planting will mature
over time turning the once bare site
into areas of woodland, meadow and
riverbank.
Elements of offsite technology have
been used in the construction of the
pavilions contributing to a design that

The environment both inside and outside
the buildings was a key driver from day
one.
A natural ventilation strategy delivering
year round comfort, large format
windows providing good levels of
natural daylight and connection with
the outside environment, low u-values,
good air tightness all contributed to the
approach that was used from the start.
Alongside the application of low energy
equipment, robust energy use policies,
heat exchangers and renewable energy
sources aim to lower energy usage over
the lifespan of the building.

The result is a low tech, high performing,
energy efficient set of buildings that are
at one with their environment and deliver
excellent conditions for learning and
teaching.

Early years - nursery and reception - teaching pavilion

Forest gateway canopy

General teaching pavilion years 1 - 6

Aerial view

Main school entrance

Approach to school

C O L L A B O R AT I O N

Lungfish has worked alongside Bedford Borough Council for the past five years transforming their
3-tier (lower, middle and upper school) education system to a 2-tier (primary and secondary)
model.
Cotton End was a huge opportunity for Bedford to collaborate with an experienced design
team (Lungfish) to deliver an ambitious, exciting and innovtive teaching environment, as well as
providing opportunities for the community and Marston Vale Forestry Centre to engage and get
involved with this unique school project.
What makes Cotton End stand out is the focus on the site and not just the buildings. The
architecture is richer for the early engagement process with the school and the collaborative
approach by a dedicated design team which included landscape architects and M&E
consultants from the outset.

Foundation stage - open learning zone

Teaching pavilions

Forest gateway - m ain school entrance

The Riverbank Pavilion

The Market - Early Years Pavilion

The Forest Gateway

The Meadow Pavilion

The Woodland Pavilion

“

‘‘Lungfish have worked with us from the outset to realise our vision to
design an unique Forest School setting for our children. This will enable
us to become a centre of excellence with the forest school ethos, where
children are at the heart of their learning’’
Karen Headland - Head Teacher - Cotton End Forest School

”

Experts in public buildings and specialists in education, Lungfish Architects create purposeful, elegant and sustainable buildings that involve and inspire the people who use them. The practice
has a structured, client-focused approach: to listen, explore and work with their clients every step of the way on a design-led cycle.
Approachable and dedicated, the Lungfish team is focused on providing clients with the best solution to achieve the outcomes they need; whether that’s a modular build, a purely bespoke design or a combination of both.

10,110
school places delivered

48
equivalent 1FE schools
since 2016

341
classrooms completed

28
classrooms
designed, planned,
costed and built with keys
handed over in six months

