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MORE THAN JUSTA PRETTY SPACE
Discover imaginative settings where children explore the world around them.

OW MANY OF US CAN REMEMBER STARING PAST CINDER-BLOCK 
walls out through classroom windows and then missing recess for not
paying attention? Standing, nose against the wall, in a dreary corridor 
as punishment?

Today, not only are students encouraged to look to the outside, but designers are charged 
with finding innovative ways to bring the surroundings in. More and more studies prove that the 
physical environment affects learning and that students’ relationship with their setting can improve 
attendance, attitude, and achievement. In some schools, students enter their buildings via welcoming
gateways that connect the facility to the community. They travel through hallways that showcase
their artwork, illuminated by natural light. And in their classrooms, they gaze through 
floor-to-ceiling windows and let their minds wander to all that’s beyond.

The following schools feature designs that change the way students learn, encouraging 
interaction rather than isolation in buildings that are inspirational rather than institutional. On the
next few pages, swim down a hallway, take a walk through the woods, study science in a barn, 
and visit a school that has become a veritable zoo.

H
BY JACQUELINE HEINZE
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WHITTIER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
Seattle

COMPLETED: August 1999
SIZE: 65,500 square feet for a maximum 
capacity of 500 K–5 students
SPACE PER STUDENT: 148 square feet
COST: $9 million
ARCHITECT: DLR Group, Seattle

The Lake Washington Ship Canal, which 
connects Puget Sound to freshwater lakes,
inspired the design for Whittier’s main 
thoroughfare. Students follow the giant kelp dec-
orating the walls to the academic wing or to the
playground, complete with a sea dragon, out
back (below). From the second-story bridge
(right), students view colorful tiled floor 
patterns that mimic currents of water. The 
fantastical waterway also leads to a separate
wing designated for community programs,
including child care and senior citizen activities.
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CROFT MIDDLE SCHOOL
Nashville

COMPLETED: July 2003
SIZE: 110,329 square feet on 18 acres for a
capacity of 800 students in grades 5–8
SPACE PER STUDENT: 138 square feet
COST: $9.7 million
ARCHITECT: Gould Turner Group, Nashville

Affectionately known as the “zoo school,”
Croft Middle School collaborates with its 
next-door neighbor, the Nashville Zoo. Teachers
take in-service training at the zoo, and 
students share their research projects at the
zoo’s festivals. On-site at Croft, student 
zookeepers help zoo employees maintain four
animal-habitat displays (left). Between classes,
students observe the behavior of the emerald
tree boa in the Rainforest or the bearded 
dragon in Australia’s Dry Forest. Croft’s theme
of global environmental awareness is also
introduced in the design. The main lobby 
features live plants representing two ecosys-
tems and a large statuary globe (bottom left).
With animals virtually everywhere, Croft bursts
with an energetic atmosphere for learning.
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OPENED: September 2001
SIZE: 124,875 square feet on 188 acres for a

total capacity of 1,000 students in PreK–5
SPACE PER STUDENT: 125 square feet

COST: $13.3 million
ARCHITECT: Fanning/Howley Assoc., Inc.,

Dublin, Ohio

Students arrive at Moreland Hills by crossing
a pedestrian bridge that cuts through undis-
turbed woodlands. The forest habitat—with

woods, fields, streams, and wetlands—
presents the perfect setting in which to teach

students the theories and practices of envi-
ronmental preservation. The school’s design
takes advantage of the trees’ natural shade,

and the landscaping incorporates drought-
resistant materials, as well as plants for the

local wildlife to feed on. Tree limbs and
leaves are recycled back into the woods or

made into mulch for walkways and trails.
Whether from classrooms (below) or stair-

wells (left), children look upon this unspoiled 
environment through immense windows.

MORELAND HILLS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
Pepper Pike, Ohio
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THE ABBE SCIENCE CENTER AT THE SOLEBURY SCHOOL
New Hope, Pennsylvania

OPENED: December 2002
SIZE: 13,200 square feet for 220 students, about one-fourth of whom are boarders,
in grades 7–12
COST: $3.06 million
ARCHITECT: Hillier Architecture, Princeton, New Jersey

The Abbe Science Center encourages students and faculty to connect not only with their environment but
also with memory and experience. The science center is the first contemporary structure added to the
Solebury School’s campus, a converted 18th-century Quaker farm. Set within rolling hills, low stone walls,
and century-old willows and oaks, this state-of-the-art facility’s design synchronizes with its surroundings.
Paying tribute to the iconic form of the rural barn, the science center is clad in horizontal slats of American
western red cedar in a corncrib pattern (upper left). From the contemporary lounge, students can gaze upon
a neighboring barn through a picture window or look through various-size smaller windows (below right),
each framing a different perspective of the bucolic fields. The long, light-filled hallways double as art gal-
leries (bottom left).
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