






bond program (which included a $20 million 
innovation fund) allowed the di.strict to reinvent 
both facilities and curriculum. 

One area the district focused on was amenity 
paces - indoor and outdoor spaces that stu­

dents and staff use for communal or social activi­
ties. For example, the district expanded dining 
areas into the ''hearts" of school buildings that 
are used all day rather than just around noon. 
This is accomplished by adding more varied 
lighting, sound-absorbing materials and furniture 
options that include soft seating. It gives what 
used to feel like an instil:utional space a more 
inviting "coffee shop" atmosphere that is also use­
ful for after-hour events. 

The Boulder Valley district also transformed 
underutilized school libraries into · curiosity cen­
ters" where sl:udents can learn, think, create and 
explore their interests through media and physi­
cal objects, witl1 teachers and guest a-perts serv­
ing as learning guides. 

Using an online innovation funds tool, Boulder 
Valley School District personnel design custom­
ized spaces aligned to funding guidelines. The dis­
trict's $576 million bond program facilitated the 
space transformations across the entire district. 

In the Minneapolis, IYfinn., School District, 
a lower-cost public charter school incorporated 
innovative programs and spaces on a smaller scale. 

Venture Academy, a public charter school serv­
ing 260 students in grades 6-9, is dedicated to an 
individualized learning model intended to erase 
the gap bet.ween disadvantaged sl:udents and col­
lege or career readiness. Each student has a per­
sonalized learning dashboard on his or her laptop 
that guides both learning and assessment. Teach­
ers act as coaches rather than controlling the flow 
of information directly. 

School leaders focus on unlocking students' 
passions and interests by e..\.-posing them to a 
variety of career paths. The school is designed to 
encourage creativity and independent learning. 
Instead of traditional classrooms, spaces support 
small-group learning and one-on-one tutoring. 
Hands-on, project-based learning takes place in 
the large maker space, art room and robotics lab, 
where specialized tools and equipment spark stu­
dents' creativity and empower their learning. 

Creating Connections 
These varied school district facility initiatives 
are not just responses to the threat of publicly 
funded vouchers and the heightened competi­
tion between public schools and for-profit charter 
schools or private schools. These imaginative 
uses of school spaces also illustrate better ways of 

A two-level professional art studio at the high school 

in Bloomfield, Mich., contains an array •of tool.s for 

project-based learning. 

engaging students in a highly connected world. 
A county school district in central Virginia 

that has 4,400 students ,vithin 726 square 
miles, already stands as an exemplar of student­
centered individualized learning. The district's 
quest to offer even more choices for students is 
resulting in a new district planning project called 
Changing the Environment. The discussion was 
triggered by a series of questions, including "How 
would the district change if our group purpose 
instead became democratization of learning so 
that children could access time, tools, expertise 
and space to grow from their curiosity, interests, 
passion and joy?" 

The vision in this countywide district is to
form a local network of schools, both public and 
charter, to offer the most diverse degree of school 
choice in the nation. This series of amenity-rich 
environments will include many types ofhands­
on maker labs and will include student-designed 
lea.ming spaces. 

This is yet another example of how district 
leaders are embracing the challenge of choice, giv­
ing our public-school systems a chance to become 
more responsive to all sl:udents' individual pas-
ions and goals. ■ 

PRAKASH NAIR is founding president and CEO of 
Education Design International in Lutz, Fla., and author of 
Blueprint for Tomorrow: Redesigning Schools for Student­

Centered Learning (Harvard Education Press, 2017). E-mail: 
prakash@EducationDesign.com. Twitter: @prakashnair 

OCTOBER 2017 SCHOOL ADMINISTRATOR 27 




