


A MacConnell Award winning architectural design shares what it took ‘to get there’: 
A panel discusses visioning to measured results.
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- An innovative learning place was designed and acknowledged by a MacConnell Award
2019 with its premise as, “Blurring the lines between ages and abilities, we will foster authentic
learning and curricular exploration by expanding the definition of what a ‘place-based’ high school
can be.”

- Since the school opened, leaders have seen a clear intrinsic motivation for students to use
the abundance of technology tools available (analogue and digital).

- In this visional learning environment, the teacher is metaphorically similar to an artist painting
a colorful almost endless mural rather than planning a linear focus on ‘content.’ Both the
subject matter and materials utilized are jointly selected through ownership of the student.

- Key pillars for learning in this school include common intentional language around
supportive terminology, the collective for all stakeholders in planning, and high levels of
peer-student collaboration, which has led to ownership of learning together.

- Learners and educators thrive in an environment supporting abilities for building
relationships, providing for socialization, and supporting creativity[.

- It took a village.
- All intentional designs for both pedagogical change and building design change were

measured post-occupancy. From both the students’ and educators’ perspectives, design of
the built space impacts engagement performance

- (p <.0001).
- Research shows that engagement, the time and energy students devote to educationally purposeful

activities, is the best single predictor of their learning and personal development over time.”

abstract 
excerpts



visioning

Vision: “The divorce between historically traditional classroom learning structures and
the emerging potential of clearly dynamic instructional spaces will be evident at
Canyon View High School. The lines between individual learning and group dynamics
will become softened and enriched through a constant daily drumbeat of collaboration
and collective planning" - Dr. Runyan.

Superintendent of Aqua Fria Union High School District of 8,500 students, in the 
State of Arizona, USA





MacConnell Video



visioning

DLR Group, the design firm for the new school, led a series of collaboratory,
ideation (Co-Labs) community sessions generating a vision accommodating this shift –
to become fully focused on the students learning experiences. During this Co-Lab
process it also became clear that educators, as professional learners, teaching the
new curricula while establishing learning experiences, might benefit from
professional development of a different nature.



visioning
The district’s vision-to-realization was challenging. It required leadership to bring an 
entire community, and an architectural practice to ‘see it’, and then to generate it 
into a new reality; since the ‘thing’ had never before been realized. This chapter 
focuses on:
1) Articulating the district’s vision and how it was meant to change learning and

teaching experiences, and the challenges faced;
2) Recognizing how designing to support articulated functions gave way to

opportunities to ‘think outside the box’ and deliver an innovative, award-winning
solution;

3) Remembering that teaching methods and practices would need to rely on the
design of the built place, and thus professional development was provided to
support the ‘divorce;’ and

4) Measuring these efforts from both the students’ and educators’ perspectives
post-occupancy was important.



visioning



the accelerator/
white box





 The design has made a big impact. I chose to go to this school; I could have gone anywhere. I am super excited and want to learn everyday.  
Not only does the environment make us light up, it also makes the teachers light up. And the students can see that in the teachers, and it  
makes us want todo more.

– Jade., Freshman Principal’s Advisory Group

First Level

N

the "forts"

Second Level







mind-set 
changes

Lines blur between ages and abilities when focused on authentic learning and
curricular exploration by expanding the definition of what a 'place-based' high
school may become. These changes affect the situational culture’s premise,
teaching practices, mind-sets, scheduling, and the physical designs of the formal
and informal areas of buildings on learning campuses at the micro and macro
levels. Expectations of how one is allowed to learn is more personal, by employing
inquiry-based methods, and allowing students to ‘own their own knowledge-
gathering processes.’



mind-set 
changes







results

SOURCE: Is Higher Education Ready for the Transformed Learner Coming from 9-12? A Case Study. (2021). In (Eds)

Kayoko Enomoto, Richard Warner and Claus Nygaard’s Teaching and Learning Innovations in Higher Education. ISBN:

9781911450733. Libri Publishing Ltd. pp. 47-82.

Using a Post Occupancy Evaluation surveys measuring how the design of the built
environment impacts student academic engagement from both the students’ and
teachers’ perspectives. The research effort for DLR Group’s K12 Education Studio
has been led by me since 2016. Some excerpts are shared here. The source is in a
new publication published this year. Each effort follows strict scientific, academic
protocols.



Q1  For you to be actively engaged in your learning, how important is 

it for you to be able to…

Not helpful at all

Of some value

Helpful

Very helpful

Essential

Q1  For you to be actively engaged in your learning, how 

important is it for you to be able to…

Figure 12. Q.1. For you to be actively engaged in your learning, how important is it 

for you to be able to…

Figure 13. Q.2. How well does the design of the classroom spaces provide you with 

the ability to… Q2  How well does the design of the classroom spaces provide you with the ability to…

Q2a See materials the teacher presents

Q2b See classmates' presentations/responses

Q2c Hear materials presented by the teacher

Q2d Hear my peers when in small groups

Q2e Access Wi-Fi and electrical plugs

Q2f Have enough space to easily work with others

3.39

3.43

3.59

3.74

3.29

3.69

Mean

results / 
excerpts



Figure 14. Q.3. How much impact does the design of the classroom have on your …

Q3  How much impact does the design of the classrooms have on 

No impact at all

Small impact

Moderate impact

Makes a noticeable difference

Makes a big difference

Q3  How much impact does the design of the 
classrooms have on your…

Figure 17. Q.5. At the end of a school day, how often do you feel that you…
Q5  At the end of a school day, how often do you feel that you...

Never

Rarely

Sometimes

Often

Always

Q5  At the end of a school day, how often do you feel that you...
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results / 
excerpts Figure 18. Q.7. How much impact does the design of the building’s physical spaces 

have on your…
Q6  Design features often tell a story. Based on the overall design of your school's physical 

spaces, what do you think your school values?

Q6a Creativity

Q6b Critical thinking

Q6c Collaboration

Q6d Hands-on work

Q6e Experiencing 'real world' projects

Q6f Testing

Q6g Mentally challenging work

Q6h Belonging to the school's community

Q6i Mentoring

3.87

3.62

3.83

3.58

3.5

3.67

3.51

3.66

3.42

Mean





THANK YOU!
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