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Introduction

In the context of Universities promoting their closer relationships with the 
world of business and the business world extolling the need to be increasingly 
agile and adaptive – the University of Northampton have completed a 
remarkable exercise in adapting themselves to be able to offer students, staff 
and partners a totally new working and learning environment by creating their 
new £330m Waterside Campus.

Seven years ago the University set out to move from their existing twin 
campus, edge of town situation onto one single 24-ha brownfield river edge 
site, driving urban regeneration and bringing a major economic, social and 
cultural boost to the town centre. 

MCW Architects have been involved from the very outset, as overall 
Masterplanners as well as designing and delivering four of the new campus 
buildings including the Learning Hub (£55m), the Student Centre as a major 
conservation and refurbishment of the listed engine shed building (£7m), the 
Sports Centre (£3m), the Energy Centre (£6.5m), as well as two new bridges, 
one pedestrian and one vehicular. They acted as masterplan architect / design 
guardian to advise the client and to oversee the implementation of the project. 

A Student Centric Campus 

The design of the campus has been informed by the rethinking of the 
University’s organisational structures and has been based on the typology 
of space rather than any notion of departmental structures. The primary 
objectives of MCW’s masterplan have been to break down the typical 
‘silos’ that can develop in HE institutions, encourage opportunities for cross 
disciplinary working, enhance utilisation and flexibility. The thinking of space 
was driven by a fundamental shift from ‘owned’ space to shared space. 

Waterside has enabled a ‘bottom-up’ analysis of the types and quantum 
of spaces needed to deliver course modules and provided the opportunity 
to create a multi-function innovative environment which could not be 
accommodated in the University’s existing buildings. The environment 
has been designed to support students and staff through the provision of 
appropriate and effective learning, teaching, working and social spaces - `new 
and exciting spaces where students and staff can meet, exchange ideas and 
innovate, creating a vibrant and dynamic community.’ 

The vision has translated into the consolidation of all learning, teaching and 
work spaces into 3 academic buildings - the Learning Hub, the Creative Hub 
and the Senate - leading to a 40% reduction in academic space. The flexibility 
built into the campus masterplan drives the true flexibility for the University as 
a whole, ensuring easy adaptation to changing teaching delivery and student 
numbers. 

Additional buildings contribute to the student experience by supporting the 
learning functions. A Grade II listed Engine Shed has been transformed into 
a new home for the Students’ Union sports, societies and student services, 
the Student Village provides living space for around 1,000 students in a mix of 
halls of residence style flats and townhouses with landscaped courtyards, and 
the new Energy Centre uses woodchip biomass and gas to heat hot water for 
all the buildings and student residencies. 
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The Learning Hub - the heart of the campus

The Learning Hub is the primary academic and social focus for the new 
campus. The building blends together learning spaces, shared general 
teaching areas, academic workspace, specialist skills spaces, student 
administration and catering to provide a range of dynamic and supportive 
environments for learning, working and socialising – whether as a group or 
individually. 

Murdoch Cameron, director at MCW architects said: “The University have 
embraced the concept of a truly flexible campus with a shift from ‘owned’ 
space to shared space, to transform their vision into a truly innovative teaching 
and learning environment. The Learning Hub in particular is a ‘fusion facility’ 
open 24 hours/day, designed to accommodate a radical re-think about how 
teaching, learning, work and social space can be collected under one roof, 
just like apps are delivering different functions on a single smart phone.”

The building combines multiple functions across four floors and is enlivened 
by daylit interconnecting volumes which play a vital role in making the whole 
facility legible and navigable. The open and transparent envelope connects 
riverside amenity space through to the centre of the campus via a series of 
gently stepped spaces at the ground floor onto a south facing trapezoidal 
lawn.

The upper floors open into a series of terraces and other accessible external 
areas to provide a rich environment for learning and socialising- extending the 
active learning and study environment from inside to outside. Academic staff 
from across the whole university share carefully planned task-oriented open 
plan areas with great views across the river toward the town centre.

Post tensioned, water cooled floor slabs, user controlled ventilation 
panels and a balanced solar shading strategy form an integral part of 
a comprehensive passive environmental strategy with the building also 
connected to the central campus biomass boiler plant.Delapre Walk which will 
eventually lead across campus to Delapre Abbey runs along the west face of 
the Learning Hub.

Academic Workspace – an activity-based work environment

Waterside has enabled a radical shift to provide collaborative, adaptable and 
attractive workspaces for academics. Placed near to the primary learning and 
teaching spaces, the aim is to encourage formal and informal interactions 
with students and support their learning needs. Cross disciplinary working is 
enhanced through the co-location of subject hubs allowing staff to work in 
collaborative environments while providing a ‘home’ for each individual group. 
The collaborative working environment is supported by a range of bookable 
rooms for meetings, or more ‘focussed’ work, spaces for informal short-term 
work, socialising, welfare and student engagement.

A Place - in the Town, for the Town, with the Town 

Waterside is located within a 5 minutes’ walk of the market square in 
Northampton and its location has enabled the University to explore the 
integration of the campus with the town. Physically, the campus provides a 
new publicly accessible ‘place’ within the town through a network of new 
pedestrian and cycle routes – including the provision of two new bridges 
spanning the River Nene - and enables future connections to the south to 
Delapre Abbey. The University has also been able to integrate facilities within 
the town where appropriate, including the students union social facilities and 
gymnasium through a local partnership. 
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F 
Project Team

Client: University of Northampton

Masterplanner: MCW Architects

Project Manager: Mace

Planning and Property Consultant: Savills

Cost Consultant Turner Townsend CM

Architects:

 — MCW Architects 

 — Learning Hub

 — Student Centre

 — Sports Centre

 — Energy Centre

 — Pedestrian Bridge 

 — Vehicular Bridge

 — Stride Treglown 

 — Student Residential Buildings

 — Atkins (Design architect)  
CPMG Architects (Delivery architect)

 — Creative Hub

 — Senate Building 

 — Logistics Building 

Landscape Architect: Land Use Consultants (LUC)

Engineers 

 — CH2M (design)

 — Couch Perry Wilkes (design)

 — Arup (delivery)

FFE Ralph Smith

Contractor: 

 — Bowmer & Kirkland  
(Principal contractor – academic buildings and public realm)

 — Kier (Student Residential buildings)

 — Volker Fitzpatrick (Infrastructure)

 — Vital Energy (Energy Centre)

 — Hydrock (Remediation)

Clerk of Works: Gage Tupper

Project Facts & Figures
Size and Cost

Waterside Campus Masterplan
Project Cost: £330m 
Size: 24ha

Learning Hub
Construction Cost: £45m
Size: 22,000 m2
 
Engine Shed
Construction Cost: £4m
Size: 500 m2
 
Sports Pavilion
Construction Cost: £1.2m
Size: 334 m2
 
Sports Dome and Extension
Construction Cost: £3m
Size: 1150m2
 
Energy Centre
Construction Cost: £7.7m
Size: 614 m2
 
Creative Hub
Construction Cost: £30m
Size: 8,500 m2
 
Senate Building
Construction Cost: £22m
Size: 5,900m2

Student Residential Buildings
Construction Cost: £54.1m
Size:  25,000m2

Road Bridge
Construction Cost: £2.4m
Size: c125m

Footbridge
Construction Cost: £3.8m
Size: c180m

Public Realm
Construction Cost: £21m
Size:  TBC
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MCW architects

Oast House 
Malting Lane 

Cambridge  
CB3 9HF
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     pwilliams@mcwarchitects.com 

t    01223 792 500


