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INTRODUCTION

An interdisciplinary team of students in architec-
ture, urban planning, business, education, com-
munications, and psychology conducted research 
on the planning and design of educational envi-
ronments for charter schools as part of Ball State 
University’s Business Fellows Immersive Learning 
Program.1 Ideas about how children learn and how 
educators teach have the potential to reform edu-
cational approaches and re-shape learning envi-
ronments across the United States. Our society and 
educational system have changed radically in re-
cent decades. Educational facility design must mir-
ror changes in educational styles and enable new 
ways of learning. Differing educational missions, 
faculties, and student populations all require signif-
icantly different design approaches. This research 
connects the designed physical environment with 
the learning innovations charter schools support, 
encourages the entrepreneurial vision, emphasizes 
creativity in the renovation adaptive reuse, and 
non-traditional use of existing buildings, maximizes 
student safety and learning, and adheres to best-
practice standards of ecological design.

In a case study research method we profi led eight 
charter schools nationally and twelve charter 
schools locally to develop ways to incorporate is-
sues of curriculum, funding, and facility planning 
into the design of this ‘new’ educational building 
type. The primary research activities involved trav-
eling to the selected schools to carry out place-
based observations, behavioral mapping, and trace 
measure analyses.2 Focused interviews with ad-
ministrators, students, teachers, and the commu-
nity helped us gather information about people’s 
attitudes, values, and behavior. Specifi c lessons 
learned from the case studies were then used to 

develop, write, and illustrate design “patterns.” A 
pattern describes a problem that occurs in an envi-
ronment and then describes the core of the solution 
in such a way that it becomes useful to the human 
communities that the pattern supports.3 

Six design principles endorsed by the United States 
Department of Education, the American Institute of 
Architects, and the Council of Educational Facility 
Planners were used to clarify and organize the fi fty 
design patterns we developed. These six design 
principles, reworded for emphasis are: 1) Teach-
ing and learning to accommodate the needs of all 
learners, 2) Maximize health, physical comfort, 
well-being, safety and security, 3) Be environmen-
tally responsible, clean and green, 4) Be practical, 
cost effective, fl exible, and adaptable, 5) Serve as 
a center of the community, and 6) Involve all com-
munity interests in the planning, design and ongo-
ing process of the school.4

Following the development of the case studies, school 
profi les, and design principles and patterns, upper-
level undergraduate students in the Department of 
Architecture at Ball State University undertook nine 
different charter school design projects.5 These proj-
ects were based on programmatic needs and client 
interactions with specifi c charter school personnel 
and site conditions. In this evidence-based studio, 
the patterns and best-practice examples were used 
to focus the students’ innovative ideas. The inter-
disciplinary group of students on the Charter School 
Business Fellows team served as consultants to the 
design studio. This parallel activity allowed for the 
effectiveness, validity, and relevance of the patterns 
to be tested in the studio projects, which helped us 
to improve ways that the pattern language is useful 
for all school stakeholders. In this paper, we pres-
ent ten patterns and illustrative examples from our 
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larger research study, essential to the design and 
planning of innovative and responsive learning envi-
ronments in the 21st century. 6

PRINCIPLE 1: TEACHING AND LEARNING TO 
ACCOMMODATE THE NEEDS OF ALL LEARNERS 

Charter schools are public schools of choice that re-
ceive more administrative and pedagogical autono-
my and fl exibility than district schools in exchange 
for meeting the performance goals specifi ed in 
each school’s charter. Because their approval re-
quires them to meet a need in school communities, 
charter schools often serve a specifi c population, 
target an underserved neighborhood, or provide 
an innovative approach to teaching.7 Randall Field-
ing, founding director of an Internet resource for 
school design, makes this point clear. “Alternative 
education programs in the United States are es-
tablished for learners that may not succeed in tra-
ditional learning environments. To reach a diverse 
group of learners, educators are looking at innova-
tive approaches to curriculum, staffi ng, schedules, 
technology, and facilities.”8 This shift in educational 
approaches requires a related shift in the design of 
learning environments.

Teacher-oriented, whole-group instruction taking 
place in individual, self-contained classrooms char-
acterized the old “turf-centric” model.9 Active stu-
dent participation and cooperative learning in fl ex-
ible, diverse and dynamic educational spaces char-
acterizes the new model. Optimal use of technology 
and easy access to web-based information facili-
tates new methods of instruction, “letting teachers 
become guides and coaches; allowing students to 
analyze, evaluate, and manipulate information; and 
permitting curriculums to be individualized.”10 Per-
sonalization of teaching and project-based learn-
ing are fundamental aspects of the new model. In 
charter schools, the educational environment has 
become a more open, fl uidly designed setting that 
enables a variety of activities to occur while weav-
ing together virtual and physical learning spaces. 
We have selected two design patterns and exem-
plars to discuss under this fi rst principle of teaching 
and learning to accommodate all users.

Pattern 1.1: Provide Different Informal and 
Formal Learning Settings

“Create learning environments that differ in size, 
scale, confi guration, material quality, and activity 

type (open learning studios, outdoor classrooms, 
breakout spaces, learning streets, and fl exible-use 
areas) to provide a variety of multi-purpose spatial 
settings in which to learn. Design spaces to enable 
a range of activities from quiet, refl ective personal 
study to large, hands-on, collaborative projects. 
Provide fl exible, easily accessible, breakout areas 
where social interaction, incidental learning, and 
informal opportunities to discuss, display, and cel-
ebrate student work are encouraged.”11

Denver School of Science and Technology (DSST) 
is a 65,000 square foot middle and high school 
designed to create multiple spaces for learning.12 
The “Commons” is a double-height, open gather-
ing space at the entry, with administrative offi ces 
located adjacent to it. Classrooms of different sizes 
and types are organized in clusters and arranged 
by grade level. Each classroom cluster centers on 
an open studio that serves as a fl exible space for 
team presentations, informal meeting and integrat-
ed learning activities. A shared offi ce space allows 
teachers to work together when planning lessons in 
cross-disciplinary teams.

Adjacent project rooms provide space for hands-on, 
project-based learning. Outdoor courtyards, with 
direct access from each classroom, further extend 
the interior space, providing open-air learning en-
vironments. The “Galleria,” a wide ‘learning street’ 
with niches set into its length, connects classroom 
clusters.13 Used for school congregations, experi-
ments, science fairs, and group projects, this street 
becomes a dynamic, alternative learning space. 
Lounge furniture, vibrant displays, open views from 

Figure 1. This fl exible studio space at the center of 
the classroom cluster in Denver School of Science and 
Technology illustrates the school’s multiple and varied 
spaces for learning. (Source: Klipp Architects)
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walkways above, and interior windows contribute to 
incidental learning and interaction opportunities.

Pattern 1.2: Enable Project-Based Learn-ing 
and Real-Life Experiences 

“Education needs to be connected to real-life, learn-
ing-by-doing applications, coupled with an interdis-
ciplinary instructional approach. Integrated, project-
based learning supports cooperation and sharing of 
ideas that will enable students to develop critical 
thinking skills, process material better, and use the 
strengths of a group to increase the amount of in-
formation absorbed and decrease the time it takes 
to learn a lesson.”14

The California Science Center Charter School in 
downtown Los Angeles, is located in Exposition 
Park, home of The Natural History Museum, The 
Aerospace Science Museum, and directly connected 
to an 80,000 square foot renovated Armory called 
the Wallis Annenberg Building for Science Learn-
ing and Innovation. The main hall of the Armory, 
known as the “Big Lab” and open to the entire com-
munity, is a daylit, two-story, multipurpose space 
used for a variety of hands-on science activities.

Four main areas, each with a different scientifi c 
focus, make up this big lab: 1) Exploration Grove 
allows students to learn about ecology and earth 
sciences; 2) Water Works allows students to study 
water effects with pumps, fans, objects and an ar-
mada of miniature sailboats; 3) Meg Tower allows 
students to conduct experiments from a tall tower 
by dropping balls, balloons, parachutes, eggs, and 
other objects; 4) Giant Wall is a wall with holes 

where students build structures to explore physi-
cal science and engineering.15 This adaptive reuse 
project, easily connected to the new charter school 
classroom building via a series of bridges, yields 
multiple opportunities for inquiry, exploration, and 
cutting-edge science experiments, and promotes 
extensive project-based learning activities in the 
charter school’s curriculum.

PRINCIPLE TWO: MAXIMIZE HEALTH, 
PHYSICAL COMFORT, WELL-BEING, SAFETY, 
AND SECURITY

In the past decade, concern has grown about a 
number of health and safety issues in learning en-
vironments, including air and light quality, youth 
crime and violence, and more recently terrorism. 
School planning and design research shows how 
to build safety into facility design by strategically 
located windows, entry points, and public gather-
ing places.16 Schools that provide space for youth 
activities and after-school programs can be safer 
schools too, since most student violence occurs be-
tween the hours of three and six pm. 17

The size of the student population and scale of 
the school building have an effect on safety, well-
being, and student performance.18 Charter schools 
most often create small communities of learners. 
This helps to maintain supervision, encourage 
healthy social interactions among students, 
teachers, and administrators, and establish a sense 
of community and connectedness that promotes a 
safe environment. Randall Fielding is convinced 
that “a hierarchy of spaces and groups remains one 
of the most vital aspects of comfort and security. 
Thoughtful design of the site and facility enhances 
the sense of belonging by providing spaces for a 
layered hierarchy of groups.” 19 Two patterns and 
examples of charter schools illustrate well this 
second principle.

Pattern 2.1: Ensure the Highest Reasonable 
Standards of Safety

“School design should embody natural surveillance 
(the ability to see what’s going on), natural ac-
cess control (the ability to control entry and exit), 
and territoriality (the ability of legitimate users to 
control an area, while discouraging illicit users).20 
Openness and transparency aid in wayfi nding, cre-
ate opportunities for informal surveillance, and de-
velop stimulating places to learn.”21

Figure 2. Elementary school children are engaged in 
hands-on learning in the renovated Armory “Big Lab” 
(Source: California Science Center Charter School)
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Perspectives Charter School, located in a lower-in-
come neighborhood of Chicago, is designed with a 
circulation core at the hub of a double-stacked layer 
of classrooms, administrative offi ces, and support 
areas. Perspectives is an interior courtyard building 
with the main shared space used as a multi-pur-
pose “Commons.” The walls of this two-story space 
convey the school’s core values. Surrounding the 
Commons is circulation on both fl oors, providing 
numerous overlooks and alcoves. Clear visibility 
into the school’s various spaces provides informal 
surveillance and aids in wayfi nding. 22

The lowered awning, covering the main entrance, 
draws attention to the entry’s function and creates 
a link between the scale of the site and the build-
ing’s interior. A reception area allows someone to 
greet people and direct them to appropriate places 
within the school. The open circulation space sur-
rounding the atrium and the strategically posi-
tioned administrative offi ces at the entrance aid in 
natural surveillance and establish a safer learning 
environment.

Pattern 2.2: Foster Communities of Learners 
within a Small School Culture 

“Foster a small school culture to promote a positive 
image and a distinctive educational mission. Stu-
dents need to identify with their school community 
and feel a sense of belonging, common purpose, 
and loyalty to the place. Create intimate learning 
communities where students are well known and 
encouraged by adults who care for them. This will 
help to reduce the learning gap disadvantages that 

plague underserved student groups and the isola-
tion felt in large, institutional settings.”23

The directors of Imagine MASTer Academy in Fort 
Wayne, Indiana are working with architects to cre-
ate a “cottage feel” for the seven campus-style 
buildings of their K-8 charter school, located on 
what was originally a Catholic orphanage. The cam-
pus layout gives MASTer Academy the opportunity 
to organize into semi-autonomous small schools, 
clustering classrooms, teacher’s offi ces, project 
rooms and fl exible use spaces within each building. 
To create learning communities, faculty and admin-
istrators are exploring ways to group students that 
offer them the best opportunity to gain a rich learn-
ing experience. This may mean splitting subject ar-
eas by gender, developing multi-age level groups, 
looping (allowing students to return to the same 
teacher), or creating advisory teams (a core group 
of students working with an adult mentor).24 Within 
each “schoolhouse,” a dedicated space is provided 
for students as a “home base.”25 The campus envi-
ronment, with landscaping, paths, edges, and out-
side interaction spaces, engages the whole school 
as a community of communities.

PRINCIPLE THREE: BE ENVIRONMEN- TALLY 
RESPONSIBLE, CLEAN AND GREEN

Ecologically sensitive, “green” ideas are changing 
the design of educational environments.  Randall 
Fielding notes, “With stretched capital and opera-
tional budgets, school organizations are looking to 
facilities to become more energy effi cient in their 

Figure 4. The campus-style environment of Imagine 
MASTer Academy in Fort Wayne, Indiana organizes the 
school’s academic program into small semi-autonomous 
schools. (Source: Google Earth)

Figure 3. The welcoming entry and open area at the heart 
of the wedge-shaped Perspectives Charter School illustrate 
well the concepts of access control, natural surveillance 
and territoriality. (Source: Perspectives Charter School)
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daily operations. Educators are consistently inter-
ested in sustainable ideas that are not only environ-
mentally responsible and good for the bottom line, 
but ultimately work hand-in-hand with the educa-
tional process.”26 The U.S. Department of Energy 
has estimated that at least 1.5 billion dollars per 
year can be saved through modest energy conser-
vation modifi cations in new and existing schools.27

“High performance schools” have implemented a 
wide range of ecological principles, including in-
creased use of daylight, green roofs, natural ven-
tilation, and recycled and local materials.28 Day-
lighting is an important component in improving 
student performance, as one well-known study in-
dicates that students with high levels of classroom 
daylighting show improved math and reading test 
scores.29 Studies also indicate that physical comfort 
correlates positively with the ability to concentrate, 
student attendance rates, and teacher retention.30 
It is therefore essential to provide excellent air 
quality with natural ventilation, use of environmen-
tally responsible building materials, local heating 
and cooling controls, acoustic control devices, and 
natural and task-appropriate lighting and illumina-
tion levels.31

In addition to conserving energy and providing ef-
fective indoor environmental quality, charter schools 
can actively teach stewardship of environmental 
resources through careful and conscious manage-
ment of land, air, water, energy, and building mate-
rials. This helps students learn that taking care of 
their community is important and that their actions 
have an impact on the world in which they live. A 
landmark study on the cost of “Greening America’s 
Schools” shows that the 2% average premium for 
green buildings is well worth the benefi ts, which 
include reductions in water pollution, improved en-
vironmental quality and increased productivity of 
learning in an improved school environment.32 For 
this third principle of striving to be environmentally 
friendly, clean and green, we describe and illustrate 
two design patterns.

Pattern 3.1: Maximize Use of Daylight and 
Natural Ventilation

“Introduce daylight and natural ventilation into all 
learning spaces. Daylighting strategies should op-
timize natural light while avoiding glare, controlling 
heat gain, and balancing electric light. Effective use 
of shading devices and placement of openings and 
light shelves allows for greater penetration of day-

light into the room. Natural ventilation strategies 
should capture prevailing breezes and utilize airfl ow 
patterns to circulate fresh air through the use of op-
erable windows, ventilation louvers, solar chimneys, 
and stack effect ventilation shafts.”33

Ben Franklin Elementary School in Kirkland, Wash-
ington is a high performance school with abundant 
daylight and natural ventilation. In plan, three 
classroom clusters organize this 57,000 square foot 
learning environment into the form of an inverted 
“E.” The two-story, shared learning areas of the 
wings are oriented along an east west axis allow-
ing better control of daylight. Light shelves and roof 
overhangs temper direct sunlight, minimize solar 
heat gain, and prevent glare on the south side of 
the building. North side openings allow indirect day-
light into the classrooms and provide views toward 
a stand of Douglas fi r trees. Courtyards between the 
classroom wings, landscaped with native plants and 
irrigated by rainwater collected from the school’s 
butterfl y roof, provide for outdoor learning. The 
ventilation strategy allows air to fl ow by convection 
into rooms through low, perimeter louvers. Air is 
then exhausted via stack effect through a ventila-
tion shaft. This passive ventilation strategy results 
in 10 air changes an hour, providing exemplary in-
door air quality with low energy consumption.34

Pattern 3.2: Utilize the Learning Environment 
as an Educational Tool

“Look at the potential of the building and environ-
ment to be used as a learning textbook. Green build-
ing features such as photovoltaic and solar panels, 
wind generated power, water collection systems, 

Figure 5. Classroom spaces surrounding a courtyard 
in highlight the importance of daylighting and natural 
ventilation. (Source: Mahlum Architects) 
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green roofs, and solar chimneys aide in energy and 
cost conservation and become excellent teaching 
tools in the school’s curriculum. By integrating envi-
ronmental aspects of the building into the program, 
students understand and observe fi rst hand the 
principles of ecology and interdependence.”35

Sidwell Friends Middle School weaves together a 
renovated existing building with a new recycled ce-
dar-clad building, surrounding a constructed wet-
land courtyard. Wastewater is processed through 
the terraced wetland, which acts as a biological fi l-
ter. The children have prepared video documenta-
tion of this process for their school’s website.36

The green roof garden insulates the building, fi lters 
rainwater used for landscaping, and provides a site 
to grow vegetables and herbs used in the school 
cafeteria. The children have access to the green 
roof where they tend the garden, explore the solar 
chimneys used for the building’s natural ventila-
tion, and discover the photovoltaic roof panels that 
generate power for the building’s electric load. The 
design of each area of the building and site was 
established from an educational, recreational, and 
visual perspective and refi ned through discussions 
with teachers, parents, and designers.

PRINCIPLE FOUR: BE PRACTICAL, COST 
EFFECTIVE, FLEXIBLE, AND ADAPTABLE 

Charter schools are often created within diffi cult 
economic and time constraints. Taking advantage 
of available materials, simple construction process-
es, fl exible-use spaces, and renovation and adap-

tive reuse of existing buildings can create remark-
ably innovative and cost-effective schools. The 
best school designs allow for spatial fl exibility and 
adaptability so that the mix of learning areas eas-
ily adjusts as needs vary. “Flexible, open structural 
systems that allow spaces to be reconfi gured over 
time will best accommodate change.”37

Renovation and re-purposing of existing facilities 
are important economic and sustainable ideas. “Ex-
isting schools should be renovated and preserved 
whenever possible, especially in cases where re-
use preserves natural resources or valuable historic 
and cultural assets. Building reuse helps children 
and adults alike to embrace the social and cultural 
heritage of their community.”38 Adaptive reuse, an 
emerging trend in charter schools especially in ur-
ban areas where land is scarce, has involved the 
conversion of churches, movie theaters, shopping 
malls, and big box retail stores into schools.

Alternatively, students today are learning in non-
traditional facilities that redefi ne the concept of 
“school.” From a high-rise offi ce building, to rail-
road-car classrooms, to an underutilized YWCA, 
to a nearby zoo, alternative spaces for educating 
youth represent an innovative public use of vari-
ous occupied facilities.39 Lease options available to 
charter schools in public places make unique part-
nerships and demonstrate that constrained situa-
tions can lead to excellent educational facilities. We 
present two patterns and examples for this fourth 
principle of being practical, fl exible, and cost-effec-
tive in the design of educational environments.

Pattern 4.1: Think Renovation and Adaptive 
Reuse of Buildings

“Explore strategies for renovation of under-utilized, 
existing school buildings and adaptive reuse of suit-
able public buildings into learning environments. 
When renovating an existing school or re-purposing 
a building with another original use, challenge the 
preeminence of the classroom as a school’s basic 
building block.”40

“Bronx Charter School brings art to life in former 
factory” in an adaptive reuse project in the Hunts 
Point area of Bronx, New York.41 Located in an in-
dustrial zone that has been experiencing signifi cant 
growth, the school is a renovated and re-purposed 
1917 sausage factory. The exterior of the building 
with its facade of colorful glazed bricks, celebrates 
the school as a place where the arts are embraced. 

Figure 6. All systems and elements are exposed and 
accessible to the students as a learning textbook at Sidwell 
Middle School. (Source: Kieran Timberlake Associates)
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The interior is fi lled with color and light from six 
saw-tooth skylights in a complete reconstruction of 
the roof. The scale, openness, detail and material-
ity of the Bronx Charter School for the Arts refl ects 
a changing understanding of what educational fa-
cilities should and could be, as well as an openness 
to experimenting with the architectural form.

Pattern 4.2: Consider Non-Traditional Options 
for School Facilities

“Encourage schools to explore options for using al-
ternative civic, retail, institutional, and other non-
traditional, adaptable spaces that offer opportuni-
ties for learning. This supportive partnership of hy-
brid building types can be most advantageous for 
charter schools that do not have the ability to use 
existing school assets and built-in public funding.”42

The creation of the Henry Ford Academy on the 
campus of the Henry Ford Museum blurs the line 
between school and museum for its 450 students. 
The Academy leads students to explore the world 
through the lens of the museum collections, setting 
them free on a 90-acre site that includes 82 his-
toric buildings. Students investigate places such as 
Thomas Edison’s laboratory and the Wright Broth-
ers’ bicycle shop as part of their project-based 
learning. They learn in a way that is engaging and 
interactive, and teaches them about how a cultural 
institution is run. Spaces at “the Henry Ford,” as the 
museum is known, are non-traditional; a student 
center created in a building formerly housing a car-
ousel, multi-purpose spaces carved from a railroad 
depot, and railroad cars used as classrooms. Henry 

Ford himself dreamed of such a collaborative learn-
ing effort, believing that young people can learn 
about their world by studying American inventions 
and ingenuity.43

PRINCIPLE FIVE: SERVE AS A CENTER OF THE 
COMMUNITY 

In reaching out to the community as partners in the 
education of our youth, charter schools have posi-
tively reconfi gured the larger educational communi-
ty. Blurring the traditionally rigid boundary between 
school and community, charter schools incorporate 
the neighborhood and its social, cultural, and natu-
ral assets into the students’ learning environment. 
Rather than building a comprehensive array of fa-
cilities and programs (traditional gymnasiums, sport 
fi elds, auditoriums, and swimming pools), they en-
list community resources and utilize libraries, muse-
ums, zoo, parks, colleges, and even industry for ex-
tended learning opportunities. Charter schools sited 
on college campuses, within civic museum land-
scapes, and in dense urban fabrics, create dynamic 
synergies with curriculum and facility design.44

Conversely, schools are becoming centers of civ-
ic participation and recreation as they integrate 
shared uses such as neighborhood health clinics, 
after school care and adult education programs, 
recreation centers, and other family life support 
services into their context for community use. Only 
a decade ago, educational models were built as 
stand-alone instructional facilities that restricted 
community access and required most knowledge 

Figure 7. The open and light classroom spaces with the 
saw-tooth skylight additions of Bronx Charter School 
help transform this meatpacking factory into a vibrant 
elementary school in an industrial area. (Source: Bronx 
Charter School for the Arts)

Figure 8. The Henry Ford Academy is located in the 
interactive Henry Ford Museum, taking advantage of the 
institution’s rich resources for hands-on, experiential 
learning. (Source: Henry Ford Museum)
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and materials to be dispensed from within the 
classroom. Today, schools serve both as symbols 
and centers of their communities, are designed to 
be more open, to showcase learning, to encour-
age community access, and to serve a variety of 
community needs.45 We discuss under this fi fth and 
fi nal principle, two patterns and best-practices. 

Pattern 5.1: Integrate School into the Fabric 
of the Community

“Develop the school in partnership with local com-
munity assets, making it an integral part of the 
neighborhood. Extend learning outside the school 
into the community, sharing the wealth of the com-
munity’s many learning resources. Service learning 
and school-to-work internships become vehicles to 
deliver quality programs to the recipient partners, 
while students gain important lessons in giving, are 
better prepared for the challenges of college, and 
sharpen and strengthen the social and technical 
skills they will utilize in the real world.”46

Herron High Charter School in Indianapolis presents 
supportive partnerships both with the neighboring 
community and local institutions. Herron High was 
originally funded by a start-up grant from the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Indianapolis 
Facilities Fund. To supplement this, the school ad-
opted an aggressive grassroots campaign, creating 
a planning board to address funding the school’s 
operation and future expansion.47 The campus-like 
group of buildings, including the re-purposed Art 
Museum, which now houses Herron High School, 
and the classical “Main” studio arts building to be 
renovated into a middle school, was originally the 
Herron Center for the Arts. When the arts acad-

emy moved, leaving the buildings vacant, a group 
of neighbors, concerned with the future of this 
site, met to fi nd the best reuse for these buildings. 
It was decided to create a neighborhood charter 
school. Herron High is located in a transition area 
between an urban residential neighborhood and a 
dense commercial area, providing numerous oppor-
tunities for partnerships with the school. The pub-
lic library, recreational facilities, and local technical 
and community colleges are community partners, 
providing support to the school. The students have 
an open lunch period and eat in the community 
as well. Preserving this neighborhood icon, Herron 
High instills pride in the school and community’s 
shared traditions, and strengthens the neighbor-
hood’s sense of purpose, identity and coherence.

Pattern 5.2: Be “More than Just a School”

“Make the school a community center in the minds of 
the citizens. Encourage community use by creating 
a welcoming, comfortable, and enjoyable place for 
people of all ages to congregate, providing spaces, 
times, and programs for community access to edu-
cation as well as places to be used for receptions, 
meetings, and athletic events. Health and family life 
services and continuing education opportunities can 
all be accessible through one building, while the fo-
cus of every activity should be on the promotion of 
children’s learning.”48

John A. Johnson Achievement Plus in St Paul’s East 
Side neighborhood is an elementary school of 350 
students. It represents a unique public-private 
partnership with school, recreation, and commu-
nity services all located in one convenient place. 
Achievement Plus provides “extended learning” op-

Figure 10. John A. Johnson Achievement Plus Elementary 
School receives the Medal of Excellence as the best 
example of a school that is the center of its community. 
(Source: Pam Harwood)

Figure 9. Located in the re-purposed Herron Art Museum, 
Herron High takes advantage of its location in downtown 
Indianapolis and shares resources in a lively give-and-
take with the community. (Source: Alex Sulanke)



433CHARTER SCHOOL PATTERNS OF INNOVATION

portunities (such as after school and adult education 
programs) and “learning supports” (such as health 
services and housing assistance for families), by 
working together with many community partners.49 

The East YMCA, attached to the school building, 
provides staffi ng and facilities for after-school pro-
grams as well as physical education classes for the 
school. Eastside Family Center operates a resource 
center in the school that assists families with hous-
ing needs, clothing, emergency food, medical in-
surance and provides family nights, parenting 
classes, adult education, and medical and mental 
health resources. East Side Learning Center, a min-
istry of the School Sisters of Notre Dame, provides 
one-hour tutoring sessions twice a week for each 
student as well as other children in the neighbor-
hood needing personalized learning.  Saint Mary’s 
Hospital started a health clinic at Johnson three 
years ago and Children’s Dental became a recent 
partner as well. Because of the many programs and 
services offered inside the school building, John A. 
Johnson Achievement Plus elementary school is 
“more than a just a school.” It is a neighborhood 
community center and vital social and economic re-
source.50

CONCLUSION

The ten patterns we have highlighted in this pa-
per provide compelling evidences of creative ways 
schools are reshaping the educational environment. 
New educational approaches in charter schools in-
clude promoting a small school culture where teach-
ers have the opportunity to know students well, 
personalizing student’s development, facilitating 
student-to-student, adult-to-student, and adult-
to-adult collaborative interactions, taking learning 
into the community, and fostering active, hands-
on-learning and performance-based assessment. 
Teachers are coaching student’s development by 
intertwining personal and academic growth. Tech-
nology is mobile and ubiquitous. Learning is inter-
disciplinary and enriched by the available learning 
resources within the community. School’s doors 
open early and close late with extended seasonal 
hours approaching a full time, year round commu-
nity learning center. 

These new patterns of teaching and learning re-
quire new architectural patterns to support them. 
We must be creative and think beyond the tra-

ditional school of uniformly sized, forward facing 
classrooms, long, double-loaded corridors, isolated, 
teacher workspaces, and uninviting administrative 
offi ces. These recurring elements in school archi-
tecture refl ect the message that “school is a place 
where young people comply with authorities who 
dispense information, not a place where they ac-
tively construct knowledge and create meaning.”51 
We need to see group collaboration and focused 
individual work areas, fl exible use spaces allowing 
teachers and students to adapt to their learning 
needs, comfortable seating around movable tables, 
shared offi ce space within classroom clusters, stu-
dents circulating in wide interior streets with abun-
dant natural light, and welcoming spaces easily ac-
cessible to students and community. 

We must confront the design assumption embed-
ded in our schools that requires a comprehensive 
array of facilities and instead connect the school 
to its community whose assets provide facility and 
program opportunities. “Rather than retreat from 
the community,” we must “teach into it, refl ecting 
a new philosophy of learning that emphasizes con-
nections with the adult world.”52 Education is evolv-
ing rapidly and facility design and planning must 
be adaptable and fl exible enough to create a range 
of educational models. We think these patterns 
have the ability to inspire designs that adapt for 
the future rather than replicate the past, and shed 
light on a wide range of issues that guide design-
ers, administrators, teachers and parents to create 
schools that support all students in learning.
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