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Sustainable Construction Category 
 
Boscastle Play Group‟s „Top School‟ 
 
 

A new home for Boscastle Pre-School Play Group for up to 20 children aged 2 to 5 
years 
 
The old „Top School‟ has been converted between 2009-2010 to make a permanent home for 
Boscastle Pre-School Play Group, avoiding the need for the time-consuming packing away necessary 
at their previous location shared with other users of the Village Hall and providing the Play Group with 
an outdoor environment, with wonderful and varied play areas, that is amongst the best in England. 
The indoor environment is also much improved with a design carefully tailored to the Play Group‟s 
needs, in particular the large areas of sliding glass to the rear providing excellent “Free-flow” play as 
required by One Cornwall Family Services. 
 
The newly-refurbished and extended stone hall now also provides improved facilities for the 
neighbouring Primary School. The school will be utilising the revitalised Top School building for a few 
afternoons each week when it is not required by the Play Group, both during school hours and for 
After-School sessions. It is now a much more useful building for the Primary School, who have 
previously only used it on rare occasions due to its difficulty to heat and semi-derelict state.  
 
The Top School is also now available for community use in the evenings and holidays. Both 
Community users and Primary School will use the existing front entrance, leaving the new rear 
entrance solely for the Play Group‟s use, thereby enabling the staff to provide supervision, 
safeguarding and security to the young children. 
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1 Energy Conservation and 3 Materials 
 
The semi-derelict ex-school hall and its grounds were treated as renewable resources. The aim was to  
revitalise building, garden, wood and stream and re-make them to be: 

 An ideal home for the Play Group, for children and staff 

 A resource for Primary and Community users 

 Sustainable now, and sustainable long into the future 
 
Energy Conservation was a major focus. 
 
In the existing Hall, the existing floor was taken up, 
insulated, laid with underfloor heating, refurbished and 
re-laid. The walls were re-pointed to minimize damp 
intrusion, insulated with multi-layer foil, and faced in 
sustainably grown birch plywood. The ceiling was 
lowered to allow space for the roof to be filled with 
insulation made from recycled newspaper. The East 
Gable end was removed entirely, to open up to the play 
spaces inside and outside, and glazed to capture the 
morning sun, particularly the low horizontal rays of a 
winter morning. Shading of the south elevation avoids 
summer over-heating. 
 
The frame for the main Extension is locally sourced Douglas Fir, a durable soft wood which requires no 
paint or varnish. It is a bolted kit, allowing dis-assembly and re-use of all components in the unlikely 
event it is not needed. The extensions feature floors, walls and roofs insulated above contemporary 
Building Regulations standards, the roof spaces having 220 mm of recycled newspaper insulation. 
 
Throughout, replacement and new glazing is double glazed with eco K-glass, Argon filled and uses 
warm foam spacer bars. Opening windows and rooflights have been positioned to maximize natural 
ventilation drawing across the building. 
 
Gutters are galvanized steel for a long life with minimum pollution. 
 
Underfloor heating maximizes the benefits of the thermal mass of the building, and provides a suitable 
system to attach solar thermal panels which would be placed on the south-facing roof slope. An A+ 
rated condensing boiler has been fitted, thermostats set low to allow for the heat of occupation to 
provide the final warm-up, and a night-set-back automatically kicks in to save fuel overnight.  
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2 Water Conservation, Treatment & Drainage 
 
Basins feature spray taps and thermostats to keep temperatures below 38 C, for both safety and 
energy conservation. Foul sewage is taken to the main sewer [as required by an existing connection], 
to get Secondary Treatment. Rain water run off all the roofs is collected and taken to a water butt 
[sourced second-hand from the next village], where it is stored for use in the Growing Garden. 
 
 

3 Materials 
 
[See 1 above] 
 
 

4 Waste 
 
Waste was minimised during the construction 
process: stone from demolished walls and 
floors was re-used on site or stored by the 
contractor for re-use. Shallow raft foundations 
were used, reducing the amount of 
excavation and spoil to be taken away. The 
small amount of spoil created was used to 
improve access to the wild garden by 
modifying the slope. The internal finishes 
were designed to maximize use of whole 
boards.  
 
Facilities have been provided to help staff and 
children minimise and recycle their waste 
during occupancy, importantly educating the 
children to recycle as they grow older. 
 
 

5 Pollution 
 
Timber structural elements and glazing 
frames are all Douglas Fir, sustainably grown 
in Cornwall, which due to its high resin 
content does not require use of varnishes or paints. 
The recycled newspaper insulation will not off-gas, and should help to mitigate against high moisture 
levels, avoiding mould build-up and improving health.  
 
A radon-proof membrane and radon-sumps were inserted during refurbishment to protect occupants 
against this radio-active gas found in Boscastle‟s geology. 
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6 Maintenance 
 
All materials have been specified to be durable, with minimal finishes: 

 Douglas fir frame, not requiring painting 

 Galvanised steel brackets, posts and gutters, not requiring painting 

 Birch Plywood interior finish: this is varnished, but is expected to need re-varnishing half as often 
as a painted surface, which is less durable and shows up dirt much more. 

 The natural slate roof with stainless steel hooks is very durable, requiring minimal maintenance; 
the extension roofs are built at low level and can be easily accessed from the terrace above. 

 

7 Ecology & Biodiversity 
 
Enhancing biodiversity was at 
the heart of the project. 
Funding was given by 
Cornwall Council because the 
project offered such a rich and 
diverse outdoor environment 
for the children. The Eden 
Project provided Landscape 
designers and Ecology and 
Educational Play consultants, 
who worked with the staff and 
local community. The final 
design provided by the Eden 
Project maximized access to 
the existing wild wood and the 
stream at its far reach, with 
minimal negative impact, 
retaining the bio-diversity of 
these rich and beautiful 
natural resources. 
 
The Growing Garden was a new design based on the derelict allotments already on the site. Recycled 
materials were used to form raised beds for growing vegetables, salads and companion plants. The 
slope of the paths between the raised beds means that the beds are at varying heights, suitable for 
children of all ages. Rainwater from the roofs is stored in the garden, for watering the beds and 
keeping the small pond at a constant level. Outdoor seating has been made from the off-cuts of tree-
trunks. A semi-wild orchard is being planted, with a variety of dwarf fruit trees and ground-creeping 
apples. 
 
The Growing Garden is a resource that will benefit directly the children who play there and grow 
vegetables, the parents who will help with the gardening and get to take vegetables home to their 
families, and it will be an educational resource that will make the whole village more aware of issues 
around food in terms of health and ecology. 
 
There were no negative impacts on bio-diversity, as the extensions occupied land which was already 
“brownfield”, being dis-used toilets and inaccessible tarmac. 
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8 Health & Wellbeing 
 
An intrinsic part of the holistic approach taken by the Play Group as clients, was to create an 
environment that promoted good health and well-being.  
 
Natural materials and natural light are used throughout the building, the design promotes the “Free 
Play” concept by linking the indoor and outdoor environments, and the improvement of the Growing 
Garden and the Wild Wood make the most of the natural beauty of the site. 
 
 

9 Access, Equality & Diversity 
 
The focus of the brief was the “Free Play” concept mentioned above. This is an idea promoted by the 
Eden Project and encouraged by Cornwall and National education departments, to encourage young 
children to form a healthy relationship with the natural world by minimizing the barriers between inside 
and outside. 
 

The very first design discussions 
were about promoting access 
and equality and they shaped 
the design, as the idea to open 
up the entire garden end of the 
stone Hall and extend the play 
space out towards the gardens 
took hold, and became the main 
focus of the scheme. The idea 
became reality with the 
thoughtful input of architects and 
engineers working together to 
retain the physical integrity of the 
stone building whilst maximising 
the area of glazed windows and 
doors. The interior of the hall and 
the external play area have an 
almost invisible threshold. 
 

This directly encourages Access for All, building at ground level with large openings, flat thresholds, 
plenty of glazing giving good natural light levels. The project includes a high-specification wheel-chair 
accessible WC for staff and children, and the children have their own low-level kitchen to use for wet 
play. 
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10 Communities 
 
The project aims to foster a positive future for Boscastle‟s community. 
 
The project was initiated by Boscastle Community Primary School. Concerned about low pupil 
numbers, they believed that a vibrant Pre-School Play Group next to the school would encourage 
families with children to live within the village.  
 
The building retains the original front door to the street and adds a new “front door” to the garden. The 
original front door will be used by the Primary School for late afternoon sessions, and by community 
organizations who will have access outside school hours. The Garden Door will be used exclusively by 
the Play Group, and will encourage parents to get involved with the gardens when they take and 
collect their children 
 
The local community have been an active part of the project, consulted from the beginning, and will 
remain involved as parents and as direct users of the building and its gardens. Volunteers from the 
village helped clear the derelict allotments and wood of the debris from many years. All the Play Group 
staff live locally and have regularly visited during the building work. 
 
 

11 Local economy 
 
The Play Group were 
determined to use local 
craftspeople, designers and 
materials wherever possible. 
 
They started by appointing 
North Cornwall based 
architects and engineers, and 
briefed them to maximize local 
materials. Cornwall grown 
Douglas Fir was specified for 
the posts and beams that form 
the Extension‟s structure, 
locally sourced reclaimed 
materials for the Garden‟s 
planters. 
 
Local builders were invited to tender. The appointed Contractor, Morlock Building Collective, was 
based within a few miles, and employed craftsmen from within the village, from roofers to glaziers. The 
electricians and plumbers were based within a three mile radius. Wherever possible, existing materials 
were re-used, employing local labour to re-furbish them. 
 

Project Partners 
Boscastle Play Group 
Boscastle Community Primary School 
Boscastle Village community 
Morlock Building Collective 
Innes Architects 

 
Mike Foulkes Ltd Engineers 
Eden Project – Landscape Design 
Ivan Jones Electrical Services 
M&M Plumbing & Heating

 


