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Project Detalils

Project Name: Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery School
Client: Ministry of Education

Location: Christchurch, New Zealand

District Name: Christchurch Central

Principal: Steven Muster - Director

Occupancy Date: May 2019

Grades Housed: From Years 1to 13

School Roll: 545 students

Capacity (Students): 670 students

Total Gross Area: 5815 m?

Building Construction: NZDS$25 million

Project Role: Lead Architect

Contact: Nickie Bennett

Title: National Marketing & Communications Manager
Phone: +64 21 354 548
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At 12.57 p.m. on Tuesday 22 February 2011, a magnitude 6.3 earthquake caused severe damage in
Christchurch and Lyttelton, killing 185 people and injuring several thousand. Itoccurred nearly six months

after the 4 September 2010 earthquake. The earthquake struck at lunchtime, when many people were
on the city streets.



Source: Gillian Needham, nzhistory.co.nz Gillian Needham took this iconic photo from her home in Cashmere minutes after the 22 February 2011 earthquake struck Christchurch.
It shows the city's CBD enveloped in a cloud of dust.

Photo Source: odt.co.nz Photo Source: nzgeo.com Photo Source: thestar.com



Executive Summary

Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery is a new, purpose-built four-storey urban school in inner-city
Christchurch, New Zealand. It opened on 29 April 2019 with 545 students from years 1 to 13 and can
grow to a maximum roll of 670 students. There are three dimensions that make the school unique:

1. Itis the first state school of its kind in New Zealand, which has a
history of suburban, greenfield schools.

2. ltoffersan alternative pedagogy to traditional New Zealand state
schools.

3. Itis part of the rebuild of an earthquake damaged city bringing
a new population into town to humanise and enliven the streets

once again

Visions & Goals

The alternative learning environment of Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Dis-
covery needed to support an innovative and unique approach that
individualises the education programme for each student's specif-
ic learning path. Finding a suitable inner-city location was critical
to support a foundational philosophy of the school wherein civic
spaces and amenities become classrooms as much as the school
site itself. The building design would empower students to follow
their passions, interests, needs and strengths; to take the lead in di-

recting their learning.

Community is also a foundation vision for the curriculum and learn-
ing experience. The building would enhance an equal relationship
between students, teachers and other adults. Extended family-like
relationships with parents, whanau and the wider community are
highly valued, and family members are empowered to be directly
involved in school life and curriculum delivery. Maori values would
be enabled and reflected in the school's core values, special char-

acter and operations.

Outcomes of the project

The design of the school has created learning spaces that enable
flexibility, focus, inspiration, versatility and agility, supporting experi-
ential and inquiry-based learning. The architecture places learning
processes at the centre, creating opportunities for a multitude of

learning activities and modes.

The design team's approach looked at functional working settings
based on activities — i.e, activity-based working (ABW) and activ-
ity-based teaching practices. The adaptable, agile environment is
being used by the students in all the ways the team wished for and
more. The central atrium, stairwell, social and eating spaces create
a heart to the school, and the ‘learning communities' on each floor
enable the building to work as a whole. The community is visible,
social and energetic. There's a real sense of learning going on and
students are engaged and well behaved. The pedagogy makes this
building work and the building enhances the pedagogy.

This is a building that actively engages with its city. The school has
been designed as a home base, from which students can interact
with outside activities and share their learnings when they return.
Ground-floor performance space can open up into the new urban
Greenway, allowing more dialogue with passers-by. With an exterior
design that is '‘out of the box' the school signals there is something
different happening inside and so promoting a playfulness and en-
ergy fit for a school.
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Scope of Work and Budget

The project

Following the devastating Christchurch earthquakes of Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery is a new, purpose-built four-storey
2010-11, the Unlimited and Discovery 1 schools were urban school in inner-city Christchurch, New Zealand. It caters for
demolished, with both schools having to seek temporary up to 670 students from years 1to 13.

accommodation outside the central business district of
Christchurch. Budget
NZD $25 million

This project evolved out of the need to rebuild an urban

school in a city where over 90 per cent of the buildings

were demolished as a result of earthquake damage. It was

an opportunity also to amalgamate two schools with similar

education philosophies.
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School & Community Engagement

Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery traces its history back to 1993 when a group of parents and educators
opened the Alpha Learning Programme within a mainstream Christchurch primary school. The
alternative learning environment supported children struggling in mainstream schooling by using an

innovative, student-led approach.

The Community

Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery traces its history back to 1993,
when a group of parents and educators opened the Alpha Learning
Programme within a mainstream Christchurch primary school.
Making the most of legislation that allowed schools of Special
Character to be formed away from traditional pedagogical practice,
in 2001 Discovery 1 was opened to accommodate 200 students in
years 1-8. The alternative learning environment supported children
struggling in mainstream schooling by using an innovative and
unique, student-led approach that tailors the education programme

for each individual student's approach to learning.

Early adopters of this approach were students who were gifted, had
higher learning needs, or were previously home-schooled. Over
the years, as more students have graduated and the school has
developed a higher profile, the community now represents a wide

cross-section of families from across the city.

Today, after merging with Unlimited Paenga Tawhiti in 2014 (a
nearby secondary school operating with a similar ethos), Ao Tawhiti
Unlimited Discovery caters for students from grade 1 to grade 13

within a new, purpose-built school building.

Given its approach to learning beyond the boundaries of the school
building, Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery does attract a few unique
niches — in particular, students training in high-performance sport,
music or dance academies who would otherwise have to be home-

schooled.

Parent community

The parent body is more engaged and hands-on than in a typical
state school. This is partly because of the people it attracts: parents
who take a keen interest in education options and are prepared to
travel significant distances to access them. But it is also down to
the school's philosophy of engaging parents more deeply and more

often with their child's learning.

For example, parents contribute to their child's individual learning
plan throughout the year by attending planning meetings each
term. The school also encourages parents to use portions of their
annual holidays to come into the school and work with student
groups. In this academic year alone, parents have led 45 different
activity sessions ranging from mindfulness to arts and crafts to web

design.

School community

In terms of the teaching and student community, the school
purposely blurs lines and blends the two groups. Examples include:
1) there is no staff room — students and learning advisors (teaching
staff) share the same kitchen facilities; 2) there are no offices, so
learning advisors work in the same settings as the students; and 3)

the school director (principal) works from the front reception desk.

This integration between students and learning advisors supports
an independent learning environment, which is based on a
collaborative rather than purely instructional model. It has the added

benefit of increased passive supervision, with the result that many
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School & Community Engagement

of the behavioural issues at a typical school simply don't occur at Ao

Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery.

Urban Community

The school's approach is to use the city as an extended learning
environment. Local businesses, council facilities, tertiary education
providers, sports facilities and the city itself all form part of the
school's extended community. Making the most of what the city
can offer allows the school to reconsider what it needs to provide
itself. In a city that has been torn apart by earthquakes, the urban
community has been rebuilding. Christchurch is about halfway
through this process of urban rebirth, so it also has to have a hopeful
eye on the future. The school's opening has brought children back

into the heart of the city, making it a more liveable place.

Stakeholders

Central Government: Owner Funder

Since Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery is a state-owned school, the
Ministry of Education is the owner and funder of the school building,
fit-out and land. The ministry funds the ongoing operations and
maintenance budget, sets the school's basic education curriculum
to New Zealand standards, and monitors the school's special

character status.

Governance

Typical ofall New Zealand schools, overall governance is provided by
the parent-run school board, with the director (principal) managing
day-to-day school operations and staff. The board also manages

the school buildings.

The other key governance stakeholder is the Discovery Learning
Trust as a specialist in student-centred learning. They have one
member on the school board whose role is to make sure the school

is living up to its special character and founding principles.

User Groups

In addition to these 'corporate’ stakeholders, the teachers, students
and parents have a strong voice in the direction and operation of
the school year-on-year. These user groups were responsible for
providing specific information and feedback throughout the design
process to inform a purposeful design that was tailored to their

needs.

External educational supporters

Now the school is settled in its permanent location, it is also starting
to build relationships with nearby organisations, such as Ara Institute
of Canterbury (who are providing access to their gym facilities) and

the local business association.

Name challenges

A suitable site in the city

The school had spent eight years in temporary, prefabricated
classrooms, and the firstchallenge lay in finding a suitable inner-city
site on which to rebuild. The school actively works to a sustainable
future by encouraging the use of public transport. As part of the
city's rebuild, a new bus hub was created in the centre of the CBD.
With this in mind, the school focused on sites within a short walk of

the new hub.

The Ministry of Education was keen to look at options for buildings
thatcould revertto office use and looked at several options,including
buildings partially damaged by the earthquake and new developer-
led office buildings. After a number of potential agreements fell
over, in late 2015 the ministry was able to purchase a brownfield
site from CERA (the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority) and
construct its own building.

The site was occupied in part by an earthquake-damaged building,
but had otherwise been cleared following the quake. There was

some contamination from asbestos (from demolished buildings),

which needed to be removed before work could commence. Heavily
damaged city infrastructure, taken for granted in a modern city, had
been partly rebuilt in the area, but fire-fighting water supplies were

weak and required additional support.

Extra space needed for multi-storey

The Ministry of Education in New Zealand has a well-developed
process when building new traditional schools, which rarely exceed
two storeys. The process includes a spatial provisioning programme,
based on school rolls, which sets the built area the ministry will fund.
The challenge lay in designing this 'vertical school" with functions

and extra costs required by the building's commercial scale.

With the underlying commercial zoning, the building had to comply
with commercial use requirements, such as an extra lift. The atrium,
smoke extraction and internal circulation requirements also meant
competing priorities to get the footprint optimal from a learning

point of view within the budget.

Concerns over losing students with the relocation

There were also challenges when moving the community back into
the city. After eight years at a suburban site, many of the current
families had only ever known the school with green outdoor space
and easy parking. There was concern that the school might lose
families following the relocation. Surprisingly, they didn't lose a
single family once they moved back into town. Many students quickly
adapted to catching the busing to school with the bus interchange

only one block away.

Maintaining a multi-storey building
The school is government-funded the same way as most state
schoolsin the country and parents are asked to pay a small donation

(less than NZS300) each term. But maintaining a multi-storey
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School & Community Engagement (Con'd)

building is more of a challenge, as the maintenance costs do not fit

standard school building formulas.

Available assets

At the start of the project the school had a site with a strategic city
location and some reuseable equipment. The school's physical
location is its greatest asset. Within a short walk is the new city bus
exchange, the new city library, retail stores in the CBD, Christchurch
Art Gallery Te Puna o WaiwhetlG and Canterbury Museum.
Recreational facilities include a new, international-standard fun
zone. The Margaret Mahy Playground and the central urban Hagley

Park are also within close walking distance.

Value of process & project to

community at large

The school undertook two facilitated visioning processes: one in
2014, and a second with project architects with the chosen project
architects (Christchurch) and education consultants (Melbourne)
in 2015. The vision workshops looked deeply into the school's
philosophy, goals and vision, and how these could be reflected

through its planning, operation and design.

The second, key part of the design process was the facilitation of
a series of workshops involving the architects and the educators.
Participants in the workshops usually included the architectural
team, the leadership team from the school, key personnel from
the Ministry of Education, and, in some special focus sessions, the

school's board of trustees and students.

The workshops explored the unique pedagogy of the school, which
had developed in its original pre-earthquake premises — an old
office building housed above a department store in the city. After

moving out of the damaged building, the school had temporarily

relocated into two separate campuses and had struggled to
maintain its teaching and learning model in these interim facilities.
The prospect of a new campus offered the school the chance to
reimagine a campus tailored to its education model. The design
workshops formed a key part of this process of reimagining and
translating the school's pedagogy into a physical design response.
The workshops were all facilitated by the architects in order to
develop the initial project brief in a format based on the ministry's

standardised documents.

This collaboration between the architects and the school became

a critical part of the design process. It evolved thinking around the

following key points:

The impact of the “school in a community, and a community in a

school" — and how the school promoted a symbiotic relationship

within it's inner city location (using the collateral of the city for

outreach programs, incursion programs from local businesses etc)

« The school's organisational model

« The functional zoning of the floors (Specialist Spaces, social
areas, Student Commons, Learning Studios and Outdoor)

« The idea of "Learning Advisors" working from Learning Studio's
forming the home bases

« The distribution of multi-purpose specialist spaces to support
project-based learning

« The impact of the stage-based learning (rather than age-based
models)

« The total removal of all staff work spaces and staff offices (all
staff including the leadership group worked on the “shop floor")

« Vertical and horizontal movement and fluidity through the
multiple floor levels

« The development of a “city school" with no outdoor play space,
restricted outdoor connections, no car parking etc

« The porosity of the facility available for public access

Workshops were also supported by consultation sessions held in

the two existing campuses, where issues, problems, aspirations and
design requirements could all be explored firsthand. The outcome
of the collaborative process was a unique design that responded to
the very specific pedagogy of Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery, and
a creative design response that reflected and developed upon its

unique inner-urban location.

As a result of this well-considered briefing and design process, and
as evidenced since the building opened, students have instantly
made ittheirhome. Most of the learning advisors are happy, although
some are struggling to adjust to a more tailor-made environment
without traditional classroom walls.Having experienced the building
for only a couple of months since the opening, teachers are now
experiencing how the spaces enable focus and collaboration and

how the building as a whole creates an integrated community.

Through this community-led project, the views of a diverse range
of people were respected, captured and incorporated into the final
design. The school was also able to realise a greater vision within a
purpose-built property to advance its innovative teaching practices

to a whole new level.

=1
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Educational Environment

The educational vision & goals of
the school

As discussed earlier, the Discovery Education Trust had a very clear
vision of a student-centric approach to learning that would make the
best of what a city has to offer. That vision was to develop children
in ways that best suited their learning and discovery process, while
also focusing on their future goals and career aspirations.

The school's pedagogical approach was subsequently developed,
with expert input from renowned educationalist Dr Julia Aitken, into

what was unique in Australasia at the time.

A fundamental tenet of Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery is that the

childiscentralindirecting hisorherown learning, so thatenthusiasm

and a love of learning are retained. Five guiding principles define

the school's special character:

1. Students are at the centre of their learning.

2. Learners are encouraged to be creative and innovative, and to
take risks.

3. Diverse and flexible individual learning pathways are supported.
Learning is a partnership.

5. Everyone is a learner, and everyone is a teacher.

Personalised planning enables students to follow their passions,
interests, needs and strengths. They take the lead in directing their
learning, which is well supported by the:

« high value placed on students' ideas and opinions

« many opportunities for ‘real life, hands on' learning

« the board's commitment to ensuring students have excellent,

equitable access to digital technology.

A significant value of the school is the equal relationship between

students, teachers and other adults. Extended family-like
relationships with parents, whanau (extended family) and members
of the wider community enable and enhance students' learning,
and they are empowered to be directly involved in school life and
curriculum delivery. Regular meetings between learning advisors
(o term that emphasises their role of facilitation, mentorship and
coaching, as well as teaching), students and parents mean that

everyone is aware of each student's goals and desires.

Senior leaders have established, practical systems to monitor and
go beyond typical curriculum coverage. Although staff follow the
standard New Zealand teaching curriculum, students have a say
in what and when they study, with sessions taught in classrooms,
shared learning spaces or out in the city.

Cultural and educational values from New Zealand's indigenous
peoplearecoretothe school'sapproach.Maorivaluesarethoroughly
reflected in the school's values and special character and in the
school's whanau group. It employs models such as Tuakana/teina —
the relationship between an older person (tuakana) and a younger
person (teina) specific to teaching and learning — and Ako, where
the educatoris also learning from the student and where educators'

practices are informed and reflective.
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Educational Environment

and they are empowered to be directly involved in school life and
curriculum delivery. Regular meetings between learning advisors (a
term to emphasise theirrole of facilitation, mentorship and coaching,
as well as teaching), students and parents mean that everyone is

aware of each student's goals and desires.

Senior leaders have established, practical systems to monitor and
go beyond typical curriculum coverage. Although staff follow the
standard New Zealand teaching curriculum, students have a say
in what and when they study, with sessions taught in classrooms,

shared learning spaces or outside in the city.

Cultural and educational values from New Zealand's indigenous
people are core to the school's approach. Maori values are
thoroughly reflected in the school's values and Special Character
and in the school's whanau (family/community) group. It employs
models such as Tuakana / teina — the relationship between an older
(tuakana) person and a younger (teina) person specific to teaching
and learning; and ako where the educator is also learning from the
student and where educators' practices are informed and reflective.

How the environment supports the
curriculum

Core Competencies:

The New Zealand Standard Curriculum has the vision for young

people to be confident, connected, actively involved, lifelong

learners. It has a set of key competencies that align strongly with
the school's own visions:

« thinking — making sense of information through thought through
the inclusion of quiet space to 'think and collaborative' space to
‘discuss' space to develop thinking

« using language, symbols and texts

+ managing self — self-motivation, a can-do attitude and seeing

oneself as a capable learner supported through spaces that
allow children to work independently, be easily observed and
close to mentoring support of others at all times

« relating to others — through an environment that encourages
discussion in meeting spaces and casual interaction space,
performance in music and drama space, and interactive learning
throughout

« participating and contributing.

The design of the school supports learning spaces for flexibility,
versatilityand agility. The layout of spacesfromarrival to all functional
areas allows for clear identifiable navigation with good supervision
and passive surveillance. The hierarchy and arrangement of
functional areas clearly communicate community accessibility
and engagement. The learning spaces reflect engaged spaces

supporting experiential and inquiry-based learning.

The school is designed to support learning and personal growth
opportunities for its students by making the learning process the
centre (rather than the building). To develop independent, self-
directedlearners,interiorspacesaredesignedtocreate opportunities
for a multitude of learning activities and experiences in support
of the school's vision for self-actualised learners. Instructional,
collaborative and self-directed learning are encouraged in space

that is well-connected and adaptable.

Architectural themes were developed to support these goals in
the spaces and settings, and to include focus, inspiration, agility,
adaptability, community, connection and collaboration. Inside the
building, this is expressed in the open, permeable spaces; minimal
doors and visual barriers to make learning visible; easy access to
different opportunities and environments; and almost every space

designed as a student space.

Open, visible spaces also mean students are inspired to get involved
with various activities and enable different age groups to interact
with and teach each other. Specialist spaces, such as the dance
and drama studio, music room, science laboratory or hard materials
workshop, are open to view, drawing in new participants. On the top
floor there is a gymnasium for lunchtime activities and aspects of
the sports curriculum. A more extensive gymnasium facility at Ara

Institute of Canterbury is used to run the full sports curriculum,

Learning Areas

Beyond the core competencies, the curriculum focuses on eight
key learning areas: English, the arts, health and physical education,
mathematics and statistics, science, social sciences and technology.
To support this, the school is broken down into four ‘learning
communities' (one per floor). Each learning community includes
core space that is used for flexible and interactive learning, and
specialist space that focuses on these core competencies and

encourage students to move through the entire school.

Competencies that don't require specialist facilities are catered for
in the flexible learning areas. The specialist spaces are arranged
vertically: hospitality/food technology on the uppermost floor,
science and drama on the third floor, music and arts on the second

floor, and technology and performance at ground level.

Parental engagement is an important part of the curriculum, too,
and the top-floor hospitality space is designed with parents in
mind. They can run the café to make money, activating this top-
floor community space. This area is strategically located at the top

to attract and draw people up through the school.

In support of the floor-by-floor ‘learning communities' is the way in
which the building works as a whole. The central atrium, stairwell,

social and eating spaces create a heart to the building. The
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Educational Environment

community is visible, social and energetic. There's a real sense of
learning going on and students are engaged and well behaved. The

pedagogy makes this building work and the building enhances the
pedagogy.

How the environment supports a variety
of learning & teaching styles

Activity-based working

The school's approach to learning is to prepare the students for their
futures. The design team replicated an activity-based approach to
a school environment based on modern office design and mobile
technology. This informed the design of functional working settings
based on activities — i.e, activity-based working (ABW) and activity-
based teaching practices. In keeping with a modern ABW office
environment, the building includes a variety of space and furniture
settings to provide for different working modes, from individual
through to group, and from single-cell classrooms to common
rooms for collaborative teaching. Furniture settings are also very

flexible and can be rearranged according to need.

Single vs multi teacher approach

Teaching processes fundamentally affect the way children learn.
At Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery these are designed to be flexible
in order to align with the school's philosophy of letting the student
decide how they learn best. It's a two-way interaction. Teaching
staff don't subscribe to any one style of teaching: instead, they use
frameworks and methods according to students' needs. The flipped
classroom, social collaborative learning, intensive mentoring ormore
traditional instructional approaches are interchangeable according

to what brings best results for the topic, teacher and students.

The traditional boundaries between teaching and learning are
purposefully blurred to encourage a more intuitive and activity-
based way of learning. The teaching style allows learning advisors to
work individually or in groups of two or three, sometimes supported
by parents. A variety of spaces allows the different models to work
in tandem, with quiet work spaces in between. Instructional-based
learning is supported with spaces that allow one person to deliver
to a large group with clarity. Interactive and collaborative learning
is supported in spaces where the acoustics allow many people to
converse without adversely affecting others.

Typical teaching and learning

A typical class period will start with a briefing or instructional part
and develop into self-learning or collaborative investigation before
ending with review. The spatial configuration of the typical ‘Learning
Community' allows this to happen using a tidal flow process where
the initial part of the period tends to be in spaces similar to typical
classrooms then it flows to larger and smaller spaces, depending on

the nature of investigation.

The use of space is supported by highly mobile furniture. Furniture
in larger spaces needs to be flexible and is typically arranged by
studentsinwaysthat best suitsthe way they listen, learn and interact.
Furniture in specialist and smaller spaces is more constrained to

suit the specific needs.

Specialist Learning

The school has a number of high- and specialist-needs students
who need more support than others and often seek out quieter
environments in which to work. The school's student-centred and
nurturing approach to learning has ensured these students are not
as affected by their physical environment as they are at traditional
schools. With the teachers not being hidden away, they are able to

support more and keep an eye on those who need extra attention.
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Educational Environment

The upside of this has seen special-needs children (such as those
with autism)to be able to flourish.The upside of this has seen special
needs children such as those with autism, able to flourish.

City spaces for enrichment

The vision for Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery — and the way the
previous two schools operated — is a city school where the city isalso
a classroom. The school doesn't need or want to duplicate spaces
the city already has on offer. Teachers use nearby facilities, such as
the urban parks, public library and museum, to enrich the curriculum
and experience. The students learn to be part of a connected
city network, not isolated on a suburban campus. There is a more
cosmopolitan influence at Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery due to its
urban environment, which naturally encourages independence and

responsibility in the student population.

In order to support the urban educational environment, the school
has been designed as a home-base, from which students can
interact with outside activities and where they share their learnings
when they return. Typically, students have external classes that are
managed by teaching and support staff. Students' ability to venture
into the city is very carefully managed and the issues of security
and safety are well understood before students are given the
opportunity to interact more independently. The school has a single
point of entry, enabling a good level of control over who is coming

and going.

How the environment is adaptable and
flexible

Creating communities

There are four communities across the four storeys, with each floor
designed for 180 to 200 students. Each of the first three levels
has a community of grades 7 to 13, and the top floor provides for

students in grades 1 to 6. Each floor has a similar layout of layered
learning spaces, so there is a familiarity between floors. Each floor
also houses one or two specialist classrooms to cross-pollinate the
communities vertically. Specialist spaces are generally designed for
grades 7 to 13, but can be used by interested younger students with

the right (safe) support.

Planning

Floors share a common layout based on four zoned areas. At the
centre is a generously proportioned atrium. Like a village square,
this connection and collection space brings people up and through
the building, and it offers a place to sit at breaktimes and a place to

overlook from the edges.

Being a corner site, the interior has only one blind boundary, so
this is where all the service spaces, ducts, bathrooms and lifts are
located. Bordering these is a long linear space overlooking the
atrium that houses the shared kitchens and the bag and coat racks.
The specialist classrooms are located at the northern and southern
ends of the atrium, while along the full length of the eastern wall —
with views outacross the city — are all the multi-purpose classrooms

and shared learning spaces.

The unique classroom layering — from single-cell on the outside
wall to meeting rooms to open-plan — allows learning advisors to
begin group teaching first, then students filter out to open-plan
spaces to work individually or in groups. And equally, it can run in
reverse. Interestingly, on the top floor the year 1 to 6 teachers and
students have done the reverse by setting up their desks in the
open-plan area adjacent the atrium and using the more enclosed

classrooms for less formal activities.

Inherent space flexibility and adaptability has come about not by

having open spaces, but by offering a range of spaces affording

different qualities and settings. Rooms are designed specifically to
support teaching — connected and flexible rooms, rather than wide

open spaces.

As a result, the acoustics are excellent and significantly better than
a typical New Zealand school. During learning time the volume
is noticeably lower and there is a useful level of white noise. The
unique teaching style also means students are more engaged in
what they are doing compared with a typical mainstream school

and so tend to generate less disruptive noises.
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Physical Environment

The physical attributes
of the environment described & lllustrated

City context: urban and civic spaces

Ao TawhitiUnlimited Discoveryisthefirst purpose-built, vertical state
school in New Zealand, and is aligned with government priorities
in building compact schools to meet the education needs of high-
growth areas. Urban schools are allowed to have flexible opening
hours and to share gyms and sports fields with local communities.

The inner-city location is also part of the school's special character
and ethos, in that the whole city serves as a classroom. Because
city amenities and experiences extend learning opportunities,
the school can prioritise space for what it needs on site without
having to duplicate (and pay to maintain) libraries and parks. These
have always been a desired cost-benefit trade-off for this style of
education.

The site was selected for its proximity to the city's new city bus
interchange, which is less than one block away. Many students take

the bus to school — even the some of the youngest students, who

can easily navigate the two road crossings to reach the school's

front door.

The Christchurch rebuild

Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery is part of the CBD rebuild following
the devastating 2010—-11 earthquakes. Located within the South
Frame precinct, the school makes up one of the edges of a renewed
and condensed central city. The South Frame connects with the East
Frame at one end and the Avon River and Hagley Park at the other,
as part of a greener, more people-focused, connected city centre.

The South Frame is a master-planned precinct of several city blocks
connected by a central pedestrian and cycling corridor called the
Greenway. High-quality public space, urban gardens and pub-
lic artworks are located along the corridor, which is activated by a
council-run event and market programme. The Greenway opened a
year before the school did and was designed as a catalyst to attract

businesses and developers back to this part of town.

The Greenway runs directly in front of the school's front door on its
sunny north side. The school has a small set-back plaza as an ex-
tension of this pedestrianised space, and students can go outto en-
joy the laneway seating, gardens and artworks. Amongst other op-
portunities, the council's Maori herb garden is used by the school as
a teaching garden. Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery is one of the first

buildings built in the block to connect into this new public amenity.

The Greenway pedestrian and cycle way also runs between two
major commuter routes in Christchurch, providing further transport
options for staff and students in and out of school.

The architectural character
The exterior architecture had to be ‘out of the box' to show there was
something different happeninginside the school. Hero materials and
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Physical Environment (Con'd)

silhouettes were drawn from the site's pre-earthquake buildings
— brick warehouses and sawtooth roofs recreated with a youthful

energy and playfulness fit for a school.

With a simple exterior form to keep costs down, architectural
opportunities were found in the cladding, fenestration and roof
profile. Window shapes are based on four standard modules placed
(apparently) randomly across the fagcade. This allows different sill
heights, lighting and spatial experiences inside, while still being
highly worked out to disguise steel cross-bracing and suit daylight
modelling. The resulting patterning recalls pieces of a jigsaw or a

set of dominoes — a universal reference to fun, games and creativity.

Similarly, three colours of terracotta tile add layers of colour and
pattern, while also providing mass on the facade for acoustic
damping inside. Ministry of Education budgets are tight, yet the
terracotta rain shield was a good solution to balance cost, durability
and aesthetics.

Internal environment

The educational environments have been designed using the
Ministry of Education's Designing for Quality Learning Spaces
guidelines. These guidelines are intended to encourage the design
of well-performing learning space with modern, more flexible

pedagogy in mind.

Good acoustics

A common issue with open learning environments is a high level
of noise, which makes communication and concentration difficult.
So acoustics were a major concern for parents, especially with
regard to the open atrium. The architects paid close attention to
acoustic design, both in terms of external noise from the city and
the reverberation of internal noise from the student population.

Significant acoustic absorption in open areas is matched with good

control of transmission noise. As a result, the acoustics are excellent
and significantly better than a typical New Zealand school. During
learning time, the volume is noticeably lower and there is a useful
level of white noise. The unique teaching style also means students
are more engaged in what they are doing compared with a typical
mainstream school, and so they tend to generate less disruptive

noise.

Neutral colours

The material palette is deliberately calm, muted and neutral, so
the students' work can shine through. The school board wanted a
relatively serious, corporate interior to help students concentrate
and focus on their work and take the space seriously. While the
exterioris playful,the interiorisaboutthe students briningabouttheir

creativity — the building as a neutral platform for their imagination.

The only real break to a palette of soft greys, blues and greens is
the warm, golden timber lining of the atrium interior. Like a glowing
lantern, the top-lit space reflects light right down through the
building, an uplifting space that contrasts beautifully with the

concentration and focus on the learning floors.

Natural Light

In line with recent Dutch research which shows that a singular
lighting level is not as effective as a variety, the internal lighting
environment has been computer modelled to ensure a rich variety
of lighting environments is available to support different learning
scenarios: high, even lighting is available where general learning
predominates and low background with task lighting is available to
areas where more focused work is expected. Away from the exterior,

space is lit with a large skylight over the central atrium.
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Physical Environment

Healthy environmental selections

Allinternal materials have been selected for their low environmental
impact, with low VOC off-gassing being an important factor in
selection. Where possible, materials have been left in their natural

state. All timber used comes from sustainable resources.

How the facility fits within the larger
context of the community

Urban community — bringing people back in to the city

Itis difficult to describe the slow process of humanising a city. Since
the earthquakes, the city has had no more than a dozen permanent
residents and has had a completely different character between
work and non-work times. Today, with the opening of a school in
the CBD, the city is no longer the sole domain of office and retail

workers.

Parent Community

The school's parents tend to be city-based office workers who
commute from all parts of the local area. This allows an initial level
of engagement with the rebuilding city. The parental engagement
in the education programme is encouraging, and most parents who
have been engaged so far have found the new facilities easy to get

to and great to be in.

Engaged urban community

Now that the school is back in the city, local businesses have seen
opportunities to re-engage. The local business association — which
worked with the school prior to the earthquakes — has reignited
discussions. Many local businesses have corporate responsibility
programmes and they see the school as a way they can engage with
community. For example, a local city hotel wants to support students
interested in a hospitality career. And some senior students have
had the opportunity to attend architecture meetings.

The possibilities are endless, and it will only be a matter of time
before these partnerships grow and enrich student learning and

career opportunities
How the project inspires and motivates

At the time of writing, the school has been open for seven weeks.
The overwhelming comments from students and parents is that
it immediately felt like home, that it feels like their space, and is
inspiring and motivating. They knew how to use it, they found their
own niches and helped set up the environment. The older students
have asked for access on weekends. Parents come in to run
workshops and spend time supporting their kids in their learning.
The school's ethos is 'this is your space'. They want students and

parents to feel ownership.

Some days, the interior looks like a messy teenager's bedroom, but
ultimately, students have the responsibility to tidy it up. It breeds
independence and personal responsibility for their school. Overall,
they take good care of it and respect the furniture and building

fabric.

To date, the director (principal) has shown 500 people through the
school. He has to run a ballot system, as most of the parents who
come through want to sign their kids up. As it is the first school of its
kind, visitors from other schools are coming to see what Ao Tawhiti

Unlimited Discovery is doing and how it is influencing others.

Permanence versus agility and adaptability
The school embraces the duality between permanence and
adaptability. The building is a reflection of both in its permanent

structure and open, adaptable interior. Inside, students quickly learn

to adapt the environment to find ways in which they can learn to

their potential.

Out of the box design

This isn't a school that will produce ‘factory workers', but one that
will grow the new thinkers of a collaborative world. The building's
exterior design, too, is a step outside the traditional: few walls are
straight, the roofline is more organic than architectural, the facade
looks like a giant piece of camouflage. On the ground floor, you can
see right into the school teaching spaces when walking along the

footpath; no blinds are drawn.

Inspiring students to be a part of the city

This is a building that seeks to actively engage with its city. The
school has a café on its top floor which overlooks the rebuilding city,
encouraging the public into the school to be part of the education
that happens within. Ground-floor performance space can open up
into the new Greenway, allowing more dialogue with the passers-by
in a city seeking to reactivate. This is the polar opposite of much new
development that draws its shutters down at night and discourages

the use of public space.

Inside, you'd be forgiven for thinking this is a modern office or library
building. It has an actively used circulation atrium, a reception, and
a general corporate appearance. The only difference is that it's filled

with students.
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Results of the Process & Project

Explain how the project achieves

educational goals and objectives

Achieving the Educational Goals of the National
Curriculum

The New Zealand curriculum presents a vision for all young New
Zealanders that will provide them with the dispositions needed to
succeed in a 21st-century global world — young people who will be
confident, connected, actively involved, lifelong learners.

This vision was created from a consideration of the demographic,

economic, social and technological changes impacting on all New

Zealanders in the 21st century:

1. Ourincreasingly culturally diverse society;

2. The change from ‘a job for life' to many short term vocational
opportunities requiring a flexible response and greater individual
enterprise from ‘'workers' than in the past;

3. Increasing global influences and a more strongly Pacific rim
outlook to our economy; and

4. Rapid environmental change and increasing technological

challenge.

Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery school focuses on creating adaptive
learners who are capable of setting their own learning pathways.
This focused approach helps students gain the confidence and
skill base to become real 'lifelong learners' by being able to set their
own learning goals and programmes. In support of this pedagogical
approach, the project allows a variety of outcomes, including:
specialist spaces for learning in base and new technologies;
supportive ‘learning communities’; multiple spatial types that
encourage a high degree of self-directed learning to take place;
and students and teachers sharing the same space throughout the

entire school day.

The interior space exceeds all expectations in its ability to support
the innovative style of teaching at Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery.
Compared with a typical suburban school — and certainly more than
the city sites used by the schools prior to the earthquakes — the
multi-storey campus is a true enabler for exceptional teaching and
learning experiences. This is due to a strong community feel, high
levels of connectivity visually and socially, and a diverse and highly
effective environment that ignites opportunity and creativity. All of
these aspirations were envisioned from the beginning and have

been brought to life by the design and architecture teams

Achieving the Goals set out in the School'’s vision

The school evolves its teaching vision and goals every year with
the aim of living their philosophy of continual evolution. At the
commencement of the current year the school's vision and goals
were set to reflect their new home. The school is a (space) vessel for

the journeys of its students.

Strategic Goal 1: Learning, "Build the rocket"

Strategic Goal 2: Relationships, "Draw a crowd"

Strategic Goal 3: Culture, "Light the fuse!"

Strategic Goal 4: Transition, "Returning home"

The school looks afresh at its teaching vision and goals every year
with the aim of living its philosophy of continual evolution. At the
start of the current year the school's vision and goals were set to
reflect its new home. The school is a (space) vessel for the journeys

of its students.

Strategic Goal 1: Learning, "Build the rocket”
Strategic Goal 2: Relationships, "Draw a crowd"
Strategic Goal 3: Culture, "Light the fuse!"

Strategic Goal 4: Transition, “Returning home"
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Results of the Process & Project

The aims of the first year of operation are about setting a new
baseline from which the school can grow. They are based on
teaching; learning; and showing how the total focus of the school
stays with the student at the start and finish, above the teaching and

the school environment.

Annual Aim 1: To achieve aspirational and realistic literacy goals for
our students

Annual Aim 2: To raise the number of students attaining a NCEA
certificate or university entrance

Annual Aim 3: To become a coaching school

Annual Aim 4; To ensure all students have access to 1:1 mentoring
Annual Aim 5: To ensure that Maori students are supported in
achieving educational success

Annual Aim 6: To promote a culture of leadership with our students

Annual Aim 7: To successfully transition to our CBD environment

How the project achieves school district
goals

ChristchurchisNew Zealand's second most populouscity. Thisschool
shares a general district with 144 other schools, most of which have
specific zones restricting the entrance to their local neighbourhood.
Its special character status allows Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery
to draw students from the greater urban region, so the project's
district extends well beyond its urban neighbourhood. To reflect its
wide district, the school engages with the city in order to provide
learning opportunities well beyond the boundaries of its site. This
allows the school to boast a high-achieving football academy in a
school with no sports fields, for example. It achieves this feat simply
by utilising the facilities of a professional team with superior funding
and partially used facilities.

The ability to reach out and use facilities beyond the school's walls
means the school must serve as a great home base where practical
learning in the field is discussed and understood. This is a focus
of the learning communities, each of which features a learning
common/social ‘kitchen' space, designed to support fieldwork,

adjacent the main circulation space.

How the projectachieves community goals

A school that interacts with the city and makes the city a
safer place

The Christchurch City Council was keen to see this school make a
positive contribution to urban space and the regeneration of a part
of the city fringe. The school's student-led approach to learning
requires significantinput from beyond the normal teaching network,
relying heavily on the extended school community. The project
and its community are heavily intertwined as a result. Allowing the
greater community to teach in the school has meant the school

needs to be able to control secure access to the school with ease.

Located in a strip of developing city fringe, the school interacts with
local businesses and activates the local pedestrian network, making
the city more safe and liveable in return. Making the ground floor
open and visible encourages interaction between the building and
its immediate environment. This has the added bonus of making
it safe through careful use of CPTED design principles, including
passive surveillance of the pedestrianised areas, good lighting and
lack of recessed hiding space.

Unintended results and achievements of
the process & project

Children make a city more liveable

The rebuilding of Christchurch has been going on for eight years
and will continue for another few decades. The planning of the
rebuild has been based around simplistic, single-use precincts and
lacks the grain of a well-developed city. As the city has rebuilt it has
been largely occupied by adult working people and as such lacked

a feel of normality.

Ao Tawhiti Unlimited Discovery students care about their city, and
they care about how they are perceived. The reintroduction of the
school, with its population spread across all ages, has helped to
humanise the city. The school begins to break down the boundaries
and perceptionsofsingle-use precinctsand makesthe city feel more
liveable, adding a real softening as the destroyed city undergoes its
rebuild.

Local economic benefits

The school also brings a significant consumer population into the
city who need to buy food and other goods. Local businesses have
offered free parking one block away, as they see the value of the
students and staff doing some of their weekly shopping at the local
shops and supermarket. This welcoming of the school community

will offer a win—win at an economic and local community level.
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Educational Specification

Ao Tawhitiis a Composite School foryears 1to 13, recently formed through merger of Unlimited Paenga
Tawhiti secondary school and Discovery One primary school. It is currently housed in temporary
accommodation, and has been since the Canterbury Earthquakes. A new premises for the school is
to be provided within the Christchurch central business district (CBD) to accommodate approximately

800 students.

The Ao Tawhiti model for learning places the student at the
centre. The learning program and courses will be student initiated
alongside learning advisors. Students will customise their own
learning program in partnership with their learning advisor, and will
be encouraged to work on individual projects and team projects.
Because of Ao Tawhiti's unique urban location, students will have
access to other learning environments and opportunities outside of
the facility.

The design of the school will need to support learning spaces for
flexibility,versatilityand agility. Good indoorto outdoorconnection will
be supported. The layout of spaces from arrival to all functional areas
should allow for clear identifiable navigation with good supervision
and passive surveillance. The hierarchy and arrangement of
functional areas will clearly communicate community accessibility
and engagement. The learning spaces will reflect engaged spaces

supporting experiential and inquiry based learning.

Ao Tawhiti Learning Communities Vertical Framework

The nature of the building and population density of the CBD may
require a vertical built response, comprised of stacked learning
neighbourhoods that span fromyears 1to 13+ and connect vertically
and horizontally across levels. This presents an opportunity to
developalearning environmentthatreflects Ao Tawhiti's progressive
educational stance by challenging design standards for educational
facilities; building innovative new connections within the school

and throughout the city.
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Ao Tawhiti Learning Communities Horizontal Framework
A Horizontal Framework of Learning Communities will integrate Ao
Tawhiti into the community and form a strengthened relationship
with the new CBD in a positive way by allowing the community
greater ease of access to Ao Tawhiti's facilities. It will create more
directconnections between adjacentlearning neighbourhoods, and

to the city as a learning resource. In both framework models, clarity

of navigation and purpose will be expressed to ensure an open
dialogue with the urban fabric. Physical transparency will be key
to ensure a sharing of space and facilities, and foster a welcoming,

inclusive atmosphere.
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Urban Context - Christchurch Central, New Zealand
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APPENDIX 3

EFducational Briet and/or Educational Visioning Documents

Functional Brief ~

Ao Tawhiti Integration Project
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