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Introduction
Curious Creek Canon's Valley of Imagination

Curious Creek is a transformative project that reimagines The Valley, a 
currently overgrown, overlooked and neglected area situated beside Canon 
Burrows Primary School, into a vibrant and engaging outdoor learning hub. 
This initiative brings together education, ecology and community, creating 
a space where children are encouraged to step beyond the walls of the 
classroom and explore the natural world in meaningful and exciting ways. 
At the heart of this project is a commitment to incorporating structured 
pathways, carefully planned seating areas and interactive learning 
environments that inspire curiosity and facilitate direct engagement with 
nature. The transformation of this space will provide a lively and dynamic 
setting for future generations of learners.

Since meeting with Canon Burrows collaborators on 4 December 2024, we 
have spent six months developing this vision. We explored the site and held 
productive discussions with the headteacher, who outlined plans to expand 
the playground, transform The Valley, and enhance outdoor learning for 
pupils and the wider community. 

In response to the identified needs of the primary school, we divided the 
MSA Live team into three focused groups. These were the Prayer Garden 
group, the Playground group and the Creek group. Each team was given 
responsibility for a specific zone, with the objective of exploring design 
possibilities and creating innovative solutions tailored to the character 
of each area. Over a concentrated two-week period, we embarked on an 
intensive process of idea generation, collaboration and design development. 
We use hand-drawn sketches to bring early ideas to life and to visualise 
the outcomes of our group discussions. These initial drawings served as a 
springboard for feedback and refinement, allowing each group to evolve their 
ideas organically through dialogue and exchange.

A second site visit sparked new ideas and deepened our understanding of 
expectations. This feedback helped us refine our approach and move from 
concept to concrete action. As the deadline neared, energy in the studio 
grew. We focused on finalising drawings and aligning every detail with the 
project’s vision. Now, as the final designs take shape, Curious Creek stands 
as a revitalised landscape and a symbol of what purposeful, community-
driven design can achieve.
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Partners

Curious Creek is a collaboration between Group 
25 at MSA and the Canon Burrows Primary 
School students and staff.

At the heart of the project is the idea of creating 
more sustainable outdoor areas for the 
children at Canon Burrows to enjoy. The school 
embodies its sustainable and inclusive values 
through the curriculum taught to the students. 

The school has an Eco council that allows 
children to elect councillors to the school's 
committees where ideas are taken to help 
inform future ideas at the school. In an attempt 
to improve the local community, the school is 
also a part of the project 'Clean Air for Schools' 
that aims to tackle air polution with scalable 
actions.

In 1998, the school was awarded its first Green 
glag for being an Eco School. Later in 2011 it 
gained Eco-Schools Ambassador status, setting 
a high standard to sustain. The school had 
its 10th Green flag in Autumn 2019 and also 
campaigns to reduce and eliminate single use 
plastic to make the school as sustainable as 
possible. 

The values of the school is embedded in the 
brief given to us to provide ideas for more 
efficient outdoor areas on the school grounds.



Canon Burrows Primary School

The Site
Canon Burrows Church of England Primary School is a voluntary-aided primary school located in 
Ashton-under-Lyne, Greater Manchester, England, with around 450 pupils. 

Prayer Garden

Playground

Creek / Valley

A key part of the project has been the 
collaboration between us and the school. Being 
able visit the site before and during the action 
weeks was highly valuable to our project. It gave 
a clearer understanding to us and the students 
what was there and what was wanted by the 
staff and students. Although we didn't get the 
chance to meet the Eco council, we still had the 
opinions of numerous members of staff.

The campus features two playgrounds: a smaller one to the east and a larger one to the west, 
providing ample space for outdoor activities and recreation. In addition to the main school building, 
there is a two-storey block to the north, offering extra classrooms and facilities.

To the south of the site is Taunton Brook, a creek owned by the council and bordered by woodland 
on both sides. Although this area is public, it is maintained by the school, demonstrating its 
commitment to environmental care and community engagement. The natural surroundings not only 
enhance the school’s setting but also provide opportunities for outdoor learning and exploration, 
enriching the pupils’ educational experience.

The prayer garden is a quiet space surrounded 
by school buildings and gardens where students 
often play and spend time. The school has 
specific requirements for this area, including the 
additional cover to provide sort of shelter and 
apparatus for playfulness, ensuring it remains a 
safe and comfortable environment for all kids.

The school’s existing playground can no longer 
meet the demands of 450 children. To address 
this, the school plans to expand the playground 
area by repurpose the natural learning space 
located in the southwest corner of the site. 
However, the playground slopes downward 
from east to west. Ensuring the new layout 
accommodates this slope while providing 
sufficient space and functionality for the 
children will be a key challenge for this area.

The creek area to the south can serve as a 
space for children to experience nature, but 
safety must be prioritized. This area is often 
occupied by teenagers engaging in vandalism or 
illegal activities, which poses risks. Additionally, 
the design on the site should focus on 
minimizing maintenance requirements, as the 
school has limited staff resources to manage 
the site effectively.



Prayer Garden
The Prayer Garden is a space for the students at Canon Burrows Primary School to unwind, relax 
and reflect. The space is located near the east entrance of the school grounds, adjacent to the older 
years' classroom and a residential road. The expectation from the school was to see proposals for 
sheltered spaces, different seating and interactive features that make the space a serenity.

Concept Development

Existing Site

Summer 9am               Summer 12pm     Summer 5pm

Main considerations for the garden's environment were the noise implications and the shadows 
from adjacent buildings. Having completed a quick sun path study with the existing model created, 
the students began their concept development. The intention of this subgroup was to develop the 
students SketchUP and Enscape skills.

With considerations of the site's restrictions, the main ideas were to develop a sheltered area 
for children to read and unwind, varied seating designs e.g swings, and more space to grow with 
additional planters. Above is a sketch of the existing space.

Once a better understanding of the site had 
been established, the group began creating 
concept collages and sketches to bring the 
ideas to life. At this point, development of the 
existing model was going well and we felt a bit 
ahead of schedule in terms of the action plan.

Development of the ideas began before the 
students had visited the site, which upon 
reflection would have worked better if the site 
visit had been sooner.

At our site visit, we were told that the Prayer 
Garden is be used to reflect in difficult times. 
The school has lost students in the past and the 
garden would be a place for children to reflect 
on their thoughts and feelings. The space is 
also used during Remembrance Day.With this in 
mind, areas for children to sit and think are very 
important in a space like this. The school is an 
eco school, therefore these proposals would be 
intended to be built with recycled material.



Final Visualisations
After two weeks of developing SketchUP and Enscape skills, the MSA Live students created 
rendered images of their proposal. Demonstrating the sheltered seating area, water features, paths 
to seperate growing patches and boundaries for privacy and noise buffering.Reflecting on the two 
weeks, the action plan worked well for the Prayer Garden subgroup as the work was divided between 
Jasmine and Ben. The first week established an understanding of the site whilst developing an 
existing model and the second became about design proposals. If the students had more time, they 
would have detailed their proposed wooden canopy and partitions as if it were being built.









ABOUT
Each year the MSA LIVE 
programme unites Masters 
Architecture year 1 and 
Masters of Architecture & 
Adaptive Resuse students 
with those in BA year 1 and 
year 2 and Masters Landscape 
Architecture 1 in mixed-year 
teams to undertake live 
projects with external partners 
to create social impact.

LIVE PROJECTS
All MSA LIVE projects are 
live. A live project is where an 
educational organisation and 
an external partner develop a 
brief, timescale, and outcome 
for their mutual benefit.

SOCIAL IMPACT
All MSA LIVE projects are for 
community benefit or have 
social impact. Social impact 
is the effect an organization’s 
actions have on the well-being 
of a community. Our agendas 
are set by our external 
collaborators.

EXTERNAL PARTNERS
MSA LIVE projects work with 
many organisations: charities, 
community groups, social 
enterprises, community 
interest companies, 
researchers, practitioners and 
educators.

STUDENT-LED
Our MSA masters students 
take the lead in the project 
conception, brief development, 
delivery and co-ordination of 
a small project. Other cohorts 
joined for an eventful 2 weeks 
of activities at the end of the 
academic year.

KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER
Working in teams within 
and across year groups 
and courses; MSA students 
participate in peer to 
peer learning. In addition, 
collaborators, participants 
and students engage in 
the transfer of tangible and 
intellectual property, expertise, 
learning and skills.

LARGE SCALE
This year approximately 650 
students from 5 cohorts 
in MSA have worked on 40 
projects with partners. 

QUESTIONS
For questions about MSA LIVE 
please contact the MSA LIVE 
team:  
msalive@mmu.ac.ukmsalive@mmu.ac.uk

BLOG

live.msa.ac.uk/2025live.msa.ac.uk/2025

SOCIAL
#MSALive25 #MSALive25 
@msa.live.25 @msa.live.25 
@TheMSArch                              @TheMSArch                              
@MLA_TheMSArch@MLA_TheMSArch

WEBSITE
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