Richmond’s new specialist school centre marks a major step in local SEND support
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Richmond Council has taken a significant step toward enhancing support for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) in South West London by appointing Kier, a prominent construction firm, to build a new specialist school centre for the Clarendon School in Petersham. Approved in 2023, this purpose-designed facility will serve up to 77 primary and secondary pupils with moderate learning difficulties and complex needs, including autism, expanding the current provisions managed by the Auriga Academy Trust, which oversees Clarendon School's three existing sites across Richmond.
The new Clarendon Centre aims to provide a comprehensive educational environment specifically tailored for children with SEND. It will feature ten classrooms and four specialist teaching spaces dedicated to subjects such as art, drama, music, food technology, and life skills. Additionally, the school will include therapy rooms, a hall, kitchen, group spaces, breakout areas, and administrative offices. Outdoor facilities are also a key component, with soft and hard play areas, a sports court, and a sensory garden designed to support sensory and physical development.
The establishment of this facility addresses a critical shortage of specialist SEND places within the borough, which has forced many Richmond children to undertake exhausting journeys across the River Thames to access appropriate schooling. Lib Dem councillor Penny Frost highlighted this issue, noting that the new school will spare children from the Richmond side from having to travel to Hampton, Twickenham, or Whitton for specialist education, describing the development as "long time coming to fruition."
Sustainability is a core element in the design and operation of the new centre. The building is targeting a BREEAM 'Excellent' rating, aligning with stringent London planning requirements aimed at reducing the environmental impact of public buildings. Energy efficiency measures include air source heat pumps for heating, photovoltaic panels generating green electricity, motion-detection lighting, and smart meters for energy monitoring and reporting, supporting the centre’s aspiration to operate at net zero carbon.
The project is part of a broader Richmond Council initiative to expand specialist SEND provision locally, responding to pressing demand. Data from late 2022 indicated that 251 students from Richmond with special educational needs and health care plans were educated outside the borough, some at considerable distances, due to insufficient local capacity. Neighboring boroughs also reported full special school capacities, underscoring the necessity of the Clarendon Centre. Achieving for Children, the council's children’s services provider, emphasized the urgent need for additional specialist school places within Richmond, noting that alternative local sites lacked the suitable space required for such facilities.
The new school is to be built on the former site of the Strathmore School in Meadlands Drive, Petersham. These buildings had been lying derelict since 2018, following Strathmore’s relocation, and had become susceptible to vandalism and arson attempts. Redeveloping this site transforms what was once a problematic location into a vital community resource, maintaining the site’s educational use and contributing to local regeneration efforts. The facility is expected to employ between 35 and 40 staff, delivering tailored education and support to meet diverse student needs.
John Bolton, Regional Director for Kier's London and Thames Valley operations, expressed pride in delivering this important project, stressing the significance of providing modern, inclusive educational environments that meet the needs of SEND pupils in Richmond upon Thames. Meanwhile, Lib Dem Council Leader Gareth Roberts framed the centre as a vital investment in the borough’s children, acknowledging the importance of accessible, high-quality support closer to home.
This development reflects a wider trend in Richmond toward enhancing specialist education infrastructure. For instance, separate efforts such as the creation of a new education and enterprise campus led by Willmott Dixon, also within Richmond, have focused on integrating SEND facilities with mainstream education while promoting skill development and employment pathways.
Together, these projects demonstrate Richmond Council’s commitment to improving the educational landscape for children with special needs, ensuring access to tailored resources and reducing the burden on families who previously faced logistical and accessibility challenges. Upon completion, the Clarendon Centre in Petersham will not only provide much-needed local SEND provision but also establish a sustainable, supportive, and inspiring environment for pupils and staff alike, marking a major advancement for the borough.
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