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TY GWYN: DOCUMENTING THE DESIGN OF A SPECIAL SCHOOL
IN WALES

Julie E. N. Irish, University of Minnesota

This design case describes the design process used for the
development of new special school facilities for children
with severe disabilities in Wales, United Kingdom. The lived
experience is described from the interior design practitioner
perspective. The background to the design of the school is
outlined, and the design process and design changes that
were made during the build process are detailed. The main
features discussed are the toilet areas, hoist lifting system,
the wayfinding and signage system, the hydrotherapy pool,
and the wheelchair storage areas. Working relationships
with key stakeholders involved in the design process are
documented, including the Head Teacher, the staff, stu-
dents, health professionals, service providers, and suppliers.
During the build process, additional examples are provided
of positive working arrangements between the project
manager and the contractor to resolve design issues. The
design case concludes by suggesting that, in this particular
case, constant dialogue between all parties involved was

a key component of this successful design outcome, in
addition to obtaining design input from a variety of sources
and flexibility to overcome issues on site.

Julie E. N. Irish is an interior designer from Wales, United
Kingdom, specializing in universal design with a MSc. in Inclusive
Environments from Reading University, England, United Kingdom.
She is currently aadoctoral student at the University of Minnesota
in the Design Program Interior Design Track focusing on evidence-
based design. where her research interest is the design of school
environments suitable for children with autism spectrum disorder.
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INTRODUCTION

“Start with the toilets”Not a very prepossessing beginning
to the first meeting with the client. Only as the design of
this project progressed did the significance of this statement
become apparent. This design case describes the design pro-
cess for the facilities of a new special school in Wales, United
Kingdom. Its unique nature is due in part to the significant
requirements of its students. In the United Kingdom edu-
cation system, children with disabilities are integrated into
the general education system. However, where children are
diagnosed with more significant physical, mental, or emo-
tional needs, it is common that they attend “special schools”
designed to provide a specialist education with small class
numbers in a supportive environment. Indeed, many parents
want their child to attend a special school to benefit from
the individual attention and specialized facilities. This case
details the contextual background for a particular new spe-
cial school and provides an overview of the design process,
focusing specifically on the interior design aspects of the
building and the need to accommodate its students. The
design case concludes with some key points that emerged
from this design process.

Background

Ty Gwyn, Welsh for “white house,"was an existing school
located in an affluent suburb of Cardiff, the capital city of
Wales, in prime real estate. It was owned and operated by
Cardiff County Council, and more specifically, the Schools
Department—the equivalent of the school district in United
States terminology. The school had been designed in the
1960s as a teachers' education center, later becoming a
school for students with disabilities. Over the years, larger
numbers of students came to the school with increasingly
acute physical and learning disabilities. By the 21 century
the building was clearly not fit for its purpose in size or
availability of modern facilities. Under the education system,
parents could petition for their child to attend a school in a
neighboring school district if they could demonstrate that Ty
Gwyn did not have adequate facilities. This cost the Schools
Department substantial sums because they were obliged to
pay for this out-of-area education. With these pressures on
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