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Design Concept Statement 

 
Background 

 

Pi t twater House is unique, championing a clear model of  ‘ twin 
school ing’  with single sex classes in a co-educat ional  environment.  I t  is 

a single school wi th three parts,  of fer ing educat ion from the early 

chi ldhood centre (ECC), through pr imary ( junior)  to secondary (senior.)  

 

Pi t twater House was founded by Mr Rex Morgan, who became the f i rst  

pr incipal  of  the school f rom 1961. Pi t twater House began as a 

preparatory school for boys and has progressively expanded to include 

a Grammar School for Boys (1968),  The Gir ls Col lege (1975),  Junior 
Gir ls Col lege (1977) and an ECC. Current enrolment is approximately 

887 students.  The school ant ic ipates enrolment increasing to 1091 by 

2030. 

 

Neeson Murcutt  Archi tects Pty Ltd was engaged by Pi t twater House to 

undertake works on the campus to manage both current and ant ic ipated 

future needs, broadly (extract f rom br ief ing paper);  
 

•  Maximise outdoor space; 

•  Increase aesthet ic appeal of  the campus; 

•  Harmonise the bui ldings whi le st i l l  maintaining a sense of 
di f ferent iat ion and separat ion between the ECC, the junior school 

and the senior school;  

•  Opt imise the access to bui ldings and areas that are accessed by 

the whole school,  such as l ibrary;  

•  Create enough classroom and special ist  space to cater for 
around 1,000 students and associated staff ;  

•  Al low access to al l  main student areas for students with mobi l i ty 

issues; 

•  Maximise opportuni t ies for car parking and ensure safe drop off  
and pick up of students;  
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•  Increase f lexibi l i ty of  bui ldings to al low for modern teaching 
methods such as smal l  group teaching and break out rooms; 

•  Al low for larger meet ings of students in order to foster school 

cohesion and spir i t .  

 

The campus is located on a large sloping si te at  70 South Creek Road, 

Col laroy. I t  has a secondary street f rontage on Westmoreland Avenue 
and service access via Parkes Road. This is a school in a suburb, with 

mult iple resident ial  neighbours and relat ively l imited street address.  

 

The current si te is approximately 34,400m2. I t  has grown since the 

school ’s incept ion through the piecemeal acquisi t ion of individual 

resident ial  propert ies. Unusual ly the property abuts a Department of  

Defence si te to the east f rom which i t  leases outdoor sports courts.  

 
The key strategy l ies in how new elements connect and bind with the 

exist ing to create a stronger ident i fy and clearer whole – a single 

school with three parts,  set within a beaut i ful  open si te. 

 

The design aims to def ine a physical  environment that supports the 

core values of Pi t twater House. Synthesising inputs from the execut ive, 

staf f ,  teachers, parents,  and prefects,  we have together dist i l led a 
shared aspirat ional br ief  for the future of Pi t twater House. This shared 

vision aims to: 

 

•  reinforce the exist ing qual i t ies of the school:  

o  sense of three dist inct  schools within a single campus; 

o  pastoral  care /  sense of individual  nurtur ing; 
o  authent ic i ty;  

o  highly-valued open space, oval  and pool;  

o  t reasured trees and gardens; 

•  introduce new qual i t ies to the campus:  

o  a posi t ive street presence ( ident i ty /  welcome); 

o  a shared physical  heart ;  
o  a sense of ‘ journey’  or ‘moving forward’  as a student 

progresses through years at the school;  
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o  c lear and logical  c irculat ion (way-f inding /  or ientat ion);  

o  passive survei l lance and safety;  
o  staf f  community;  

o  recognit ion and value of history ( indigenous, landscape, 

school) ;  

o  a physical ly beaut i ful  and modern school.  

 

Site and context 

 

The suburb of Col laroy means “big reeds” in a local  indigenous 
language. The suburb began i ts l i fe as part  of  Narrabeen. The name 

was given to the area when in 1881 a steamer named ‘Col laroy’  ran 

aground on ‘Long Reef ’  at  the southern point of  the suburb. The major 

histor ic landowner in Col laroy, James Jenkins, was responsible for 

construct ing thir teen br idges from Col laroy to the water ’s edge of North 

Harbour.  This connected the suburb of  Col laroy with the ci ty centre for 

t ransportat ion of l ivestock and produce. The major i ty of  Col laroy’s 
development occurred since the mid-twent ieth century.  

 

The si te is located in a resident ial  area. I t  is bounded by detached 

dwel l ings to the east,  prevent ing any signi f icant connect ion to Parkes 

Road. The si te also neighbours detached dwel l ings over both 

Westmoreland Avenue and South Creek Road. The si te is located 

adjacent Defence zoned land, benef i t t ing from the shared use of 

An outdoor sports court .  The school has minimal bui l t  form on i ts street 
edges which both minimises i ts visual  impact and i ts sense of ident i ty.  

Opportuni t ies are avai lable to improve street presence through re-

considerat ion of car-parking, new bui l t  form and landscape. 

 

A creek, evident in the 1943 aerial  photo on the western edge of the 

si te connect ing into Dee Why Park, has since been enclosed in 

stormwater drainage underground, with subsequent local ised ponding 

and f looding. There is opportuni ty through landscape works to address 
these issues. 
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The si te has a beaut i ful  park- l ike qual i ty when approached from the 

north,  wi th mature trees edging Westmoreland Avenue and the sports 
oval ,  providing a landscape threshold to resident ial  neighbours. This 

qual i ty di f fers great ly f rom the southern approach which is dominated 

by the carpark. The oval  is a signi f icant open space asset within 

the si te.  Other special  areas include the ‘secret garden’ adjacent the 

Great Hal l  – an area of tal l  gums and nat ive understorey – and the 

reinterpreted creek-bed landscape in the junior playground with i ts 

shelter ing brushbox. 

 
The si te organisat ion demonstrates a piecemeal approach to 

development over the years in response to immediate needs. The 

exist ing bui ldings fal l  into several  categories: 

 

•  ‘ temporary’  bui ldings such as demountable classrooms, and 

remnant cottages; 

•  recent investments such as the Early Chi ldhood Centre, BER 

gymnasium and Creat ive Arts Centre; 

•  generic and largely robust l inear bui ldings, capable of simple and 

effect ive upgrading (predominant ly red facebrick);  

•  the Main Hal l ,  a stand-alone bui lding with weight and presence 
(red face-br ick).  

The strategic removal of  bui ldings and port ions of bui ldings has the 

opportuni ty to transform this school campus. 

 

Design Principles:  

Three Schools – One Campus – Bui lding ‘Fingers’  
 

Three schools occupy the campus and together form Pit twater House. 

The proposal strengthens the core locat ion of each dist inct school.  

They are l ike the ‘ f ingers’  extending from the ‘palm’ on South Creek 

Road, up towards Westmoreland Avenue. 

 

Landscape ‘Spines’  
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The campus is organised by a ser ies of landscape spines – the spaces 

between the ‘ f ingers’ .  This strategic hierarchy of landscape and open 
play areas bui lds on what the campus already has, preserving amenity,  

def ining possible locat ions for new bui ldings, and speaking to the 

beauty of the exist ing si te.  The central  spine incorporates the 

impressive oval  and creates a signi f icant new green space for 

recreat ion and gathering. The western spine bui lds on the Junior school 

playground, a landscape based around the former creekl ine, which was 

previously ini t iated by the school.  The eastern spine connects through 

the heart  of  the Senior school.  
 

The simple organisat ion of ‘bui lding f ingers’  and ‘ landscape spines’  

provides a clear circulat ion logic,  ef f ic ient movement and intui t ive 

wayf inding. I t  al lows internal  spaces to be connected to landscape, 

natural  l ight and fresh air  – such spaces make us feel  good, and help 

with alertness and learning.  

 
A New ‘Face’ 

 

The proposal br ings clar i ty to South Creek Road as the pr imary street 

address. I t  locates bui ldings with shared faci l i t ies def ining a shared 

faci l i t ies.  This includes the new Library and Student Services.  

 

View To Green Campus 

 
The proposal strengthens the connect ion to the oval  – the school ’s 

pr ized green space. The central  spine opens views to the oval ,  i ts 

mature tree edging, and the green plateau beyond, from the pr imary 

campus entrance on South Creek Road. 

 

The proposal also opens views from the Junior and Senior school 

f ingers to the Main Hal l  on the edge of the oval ,  establ ishing a posi t ive 

connect ion to this,  the most substant ial  old bui lding on the si te.  The 
Main Hal l  can be opened more to the heart  of  the school and made to 

feel  more welcoming. 
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Sunny Spaces 

 
The proposal recognises the value of north-facing sunny spaces – 

drawing people to them in winter and readi ly shaded through passive 

design in summer. Sydney’s temperate cl imate is wel l -sui ted to al l  

weather learning. Strategical ly placed al l -weather spaces for large 

groups have potent ial  for mult iple and frequent use. 

 

Si te Levels 

 
The si te fal ls almost 16m from Westmoreland Avenue to South Creek 

Road. The di f f icul ty of  s lope is compounded by signi f icant di f ferences 

in bui lding f loor levels,  present ing chal lenges in connect ing bui ldings 

and establ ishing universal  access across the campus. The project f inds 

opportuni t ies for cross-campus pedestr ian movement along contour 

l ines, and strategic locat ions for stairs and l i f ts.  

 
ARRIVAL + PARKING 

 

Safe and orderly drop-off  /  pick-up and impacts on local  t raf f ic is an 

issue for every school.  At Pi t twater House in part icular,  i t  needs to be 

handled thoughtful ly and with expert ise. Drawing on the model 

successful ly used at Cranbrook Junior School in Sydney’s east,  the 

proposal incorporates a managed dual drop-off  /  hard paved 

recreat ion zone within the eastern ‘ landscape’ spine.  The entry /  exi t  
has been located to great ly improve traf f ic condit ions at  the South 

Creek Road /  Parkes Road roundabout.  

 

Linked to this is the legibi l i ty and character of  the school entry,  the 

dai ly experience of arr ival ,  and visi tor f i rst  impressions. The proposal 

seeks to draw out the school ’s strong cul tural  focus on student 

experience by reducing the presence of cars at the front door,  whi lst  

s igni f icant ly increasing on-si te parking provision. 
 

Vehicles are separated into discrete areas at the si te fr inges: 
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(A) vis i tor,  ECC and staf f  parking (South Creek Road east) ;  

(B) staf f  parking (South Creek Road (east);  
(C) exist ing staf f  parking (Westmoreland Avenue);  

(D) bus parking and bin zone (Westmoreland Avenue);  

(E) exist ing maintenance vehicles (Parkes Road).  

 

Proposed Development Descr ipt ion 

Removal 

 

The strategic removal of  bui ldings and port ions of bui ldings creates the 
open landscape spines which structure the ent i re campus and provides 

al l  remaining bui ldings potent ial  v isual  and physical  access to green 

space. Increased visibi l i ty within the campus wi l l  promote independent 

learning, vibrancy, and safety.  The careful ly considered removal of  

select ground level  spaces creates important cross-si te pathways along 

contours. Bui ldings ident i f ied for demol i t ion include temporary 

bui ldings, as wel l  as discrete port ions of larger exist ing bui ldings. 
 

Proposed Bui lding Elements 

 

A new cohesive character to the campus is created without remaking 

every bui lding or façade. The proposal comprises four bui lding 

components,  three landscape spines and curt i lage landscaping, and 

redef ined carparks.  

 
(1) Addit ion – Library and Student Services 

 

The new two-storey Library and Student Services Bui lding def ines a 

new face to the campus on South Creek Road. I t  contains whole-of-

school shared faci l i t ies – junior and senior l ibrary,  student services, 

administrat ion and facul ty.  The bui lding is designed to provide a clear 

welcome point.  

 
Si t ing 

The Library and Student Services Bui lding is set back beyond the 

establ ished bui lding l ine to maximise landscape curt i lage to the street.  
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Al igned with the exist ing M-Block i t  provides a new face to the school,  

whi lst  maintaining a signi f icant distance from adjacent (east and west) ,  
further visual ly screening with new tree-plant ing within the landscape 

spines. 

 

Ground f loor levels are set above the PMF. The upper f loor level  works 

to connect to the level  of  M-Block so that together these bui ldings can 

share a single l i f t .  

 

The bui lding provides monitored securi ty between publ ic areas and the 
pr ivate student areas. 

 

Layout 

The bui lding is organised around a central  cruci form with the l i f t  core at 

the centre.   Library and student services are located on both levels:  

l ibrary to the east and student services to the west.  

 
The l ibrary is a learning and social  hub .   Library services are si tuated 

over two levels and connected by t iered seat ing for group learning.  The 

junior l ibrary is located on the ground f loor in proximity to junior 

classrooms, the senior l ibrary occupies the upper level  spanning from 

north to south, communicat ing with the central  heart  of  the school and 

the publ ic street.  

 

Student services are spread across two f loors;  lower f loor services 
provide publ ic interface and student access, with facul ty space and 

administrat ion located on the upper f loor.  

 

The upper level  is def ined by three main openings; 

•  south to the street (act iv i ty of  the Library communicat ing the l i fe 

of  the school) ;  

•  north to the central  landscape spine (placing the Library at the 

heart  of  the school) ;  

•  north to the western landscape spine (passive survei l lances of 

the junior playground from the Faculty).  
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Openings to the east are smal l  and discretely located, and openings to 

the west are screened to provide solar shading and pr ivacy to 
neighbours. 

 

Mater ials 

 

Glazed br ick lower level  wi th t imber doors /  windows and a generous 

verandah spaces creates a welcoming threshold. White metal  upper 

level  façade with anodised aluminium glazing and shade screens 

provides a vibrant and robust face to the school.  Important ly,  l ighter 
colours ref lect solar heat helping to reduce urban heat load. Select ing 

mater ials with low maintenance requirements is an important 

considerat ion, l imited paint ing required. 

 

Roof ref lect iv i ty 

Counci l  general ly does not support  l ight-coloured roofs on the basis of  

glare. Sustainabi l i ty and future-proof ing is a dr iv ing ambit ion of school 
whose responsibi l i ty is to the next generat ion. There is a substant ial  

posi t ive impact to urban heat (reduct ion) and bui lding energy use, 

through the use of l ight-coloured roofs (refer to recent Heatwave Guide 

of Ci t ies publ ished by the Internat ional  Federat ion or Red Cross).  We 

have assessed the impact to neighbours from ref lect iv i ty of  the l ight-

coloured roof to be negl igible.  3D model l ing using accurate survey data 

conf i rms that i t  is wel l  screened from elevated resident ial  neighbours 

( to the north) by exist ing mature trees that l ine the oval .   

 

(2) Refurbishment – M-Block (Junior School)   

 
The junior school occupies M-Block, formerly an apartment bui lding. 

The southern end of the Junior school is refurbished internal ly to 

provide: 

•  a clear ly def ined junior school entrance; 

•  improved internal  c i rculat ion; 

•  larger classrooms; 

•  equi table access. 
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(3) Refurbishment – South Wing and West Wing (Senior School)   

 

A new stair  and a l i f t  resolves the mis-al ignment of  levels between 

South and West Wings to provide equitable access to these bui ldings. I t  

provides a generosi ty of  c i rculat ion with a north-facing balcony 

overlooking the oval .  Predominant ly steel  f rame and perforated mesh, 

this element is simi lar in i ts archi tectural  language to the balcony 

element of  the new Library and Student Services Bui lding.  
 

Removal of  one bay in South Wing at ground level  al lows important 

east-west covered access across the si te 

between the eastern landscape spine (playground /  drop-off)  and main 

central  landscape spine. 

 

(4) Refurbishment – Maintenance Cottage  
 

The uniform shop (current ly accommodated in one of the temporary 

bui ldings being removed) is to be relocated into the maintenance 

cottage. A new landscape ramp provides equitable access to this 

faci l i ty.  

 

Landscape 

 
Landscape spines extend exist ing landscape and provide an order to 

the school.  

 

The central  spine is made up of a ser ies of paths and planted 

landscapes that lead from the entry gardens on South Creek Road, 

through the centre of the school,  to the oval .   A generous new open 

green space in the middle of the school wi l l  create a new play area for 

the Junior School,  accommodate ceremony and assembly on the broad 
f lat  area and terraces.   
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The Western spine takes the idea of the creek bed, inst igated by the 

school in a ser ies of thematic gardens, and extends this north,  
connect ing with the oval .   This spine wi l l  control  drainage through 

planted swales, and bui ld on the narrat ive of the former creek l ine, 

enhancing the ident i ty of  the school.   This spine also has a number of 

exist ing and renewed play areas.  

The eastern spine connects through the senior school,  f rom the new 

mult i -purpose hard play space and drop off  zone at South Creek Road, 

weaving through new and exist ing gardens and courtyards.   

 
Fencing 

 

Si te fencing is considered hol ist ical ly,  broadly speaking fal ls into the 

fol lowing types: 

•  1.2m pal isade front fencing ( to South Creek Road);  

•  Pal isade pool securi ty fencing; 

•  Pal isade securi ty fencing; 

•  Side fencing (retain exist ing – predominant ly t imber pal ing);  

•  Acoust ic fencing ( to side neighbours on South Creek Road) 
 


