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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Reframe school sites as gateways by prioritizing landscape, outdoor 
learning, and civic space over default parking and vehicular circulation 
models.

2. Apply architect-led strategies—including compact massing, vertical 
organization, and shared-use planning—to reduce site impacts while 
increasing community value.

3. Translate community and student input into actionable design decisions 
that influence site planning, outdoor learning integration, and long-term 
adaptability.

4. Advocate effectively with districts and municipalities to challenge 
conventional parking, zoning, and site standards in support of people-
centered, future-ready school design.
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The Community’s Vision



• 2 rival school districts
• Serving 3 communities
• Facing:

• Declining enrollment
• Aging infrastructure
• Escalating utility 

and maintenance 
bills

District-Wide 
Challenges



Rock Ridge Public Schools - Fiercely United



• An educational environment 
designed to inspire passion and 
joy for everyone

• Collaborative educational 
experiences with immediate real-
world applications

• Meaningful integration of 
community into the daily 
education of students

• Adaptable learning spaces that 
will continually meet the needs of 
an ever-changing world

RRPS Vision



Parkview Elementary

PreK – 2nd Grade

Laurentian Elementary

PreK – 6th Grade

North Star Elementary

3rd – 6th Grade

Rock Ridge High School

6th Grade – 12th Grade

RRPS District



Community Engagement





Nature at the heart of 
Iron Range pride



1. Create flexible and adaptable 
student-centered learning 
environments

2. Restore green space and 
outdoor play opportunities

3. Reinforce the district’s civic 
presence within the community 
on a historic downtown block

Goals for North Star 
Elementary



The Parking Paradigm



Parking-First Planning 
Sites optimized for vehicular flow, 
not people

Outdoor Learning Where it Fits
Green space and play fit into the 
extra spaces

Disconnection from Place
Schools as isolated campuses, not 
civic anchors

The Old Paradigm





• Failing building systems
• Not energy efficient
• Not accessible
• Floor levels didn’t align with the 

gym or HS
• Unused space due to declining 

enrollment 
• Lacking outdoor space

Infrastructure 
Challenges



% Impervious Area

% Tree Canopy

% Outdoor Play





• Mental Health
• Student Engagement
• Climate Resilience
• Community Connection
• Urban Reinvestment

Why Think Differently



Reclaiming Green Space



How might we create both 
a school and a 

community asset?



1. Compact Building Footprint
Vertical stacking freed up the site for outdoor use

2. Reduced Surface Parking
Right-sized with shared use strategies

3. Network of Outdoor Environments
Purpose built environments for learning and community use

Design Drivers



1. Compact Building Footprint



Parking + Vehicular Footprint

Public Green Space

2. Reduced Surface Parking



Existing Zoning Ordinance: Parking

“One parking space for each two employees including teachers and 
administrators, plus sufficient off-street space for the safe and 
convenient loading and unloading of students, plus such additional 
facilities for student parking as the Council shall deem necessary.”



Site Parking Locations



Site Plan Concepts: Discovery and Play Focus



Site Plan Concepts: Natural Systems Focus



Site Plan Concepts: Community Art Focus





% Impervious Area

% Tree Canopy

% Outdoor Play



Outcomes



Three-story Massing: Optimizing Green Space











Second Story: Outdoor Learning



Outdoor Learning Terrace



Play Mounds



 



The material palette for North Star Elementary 
is inspired by the natural character of its 
surroundings—reflecting the tones and textures 
of lakes, trees, and open skies to create a 
warm, grounded learning environment. Interior 
and exterior materials are integrated into one 
cohesive palette, blurring the boundary 
between inside and outside and fostering a 
seamless experience throughout the building 
and site. Wood tones, natural hues, and 
materials that tie to the surrounding context 
work together to reinforce a strong connection 
to place while creating spaces that feel calm, 
welcoming, and enduring.













• Reinforced civic presence as a 
dynamic centerpiece of 
downtown Virginia

• Created student-centered 
learning environments that 
further the community’s vision 
for education

North Star 
Elementary’s Impact



Advocate for Site-First Thinking
 - Lead with landscape
 - Position outdoor space as learning 

 infrastructure
 - Challenge ‘parking-first’ mindset

Reframe Code Constraints
 - Negotiate shared-use parking agreements
 - Right-size to actual needs
 - Use compact massing to free land for 

 outdoor use

Translate Input into Design
 - Map engagement themes to site program
 - Prototype outdoor spaces with staff and 

 student feedback
 - Build long-term adaptability into site

Determine Measures of Success
 - Frame outdoor learning in measurable 

 outcomes
 - Show ROI: civic value, wellness, 
  community identity
 - Connect sustainability and equity goals

Advocate for Site-First Thinking
 - Lead with landscape
 - Position outdoor space as learning 

 infrastructure
 - Challenge ‘parking-first’ mindset

Reframe Code Constraints
 - Negotiate shared-use parking agreements
 - Right-size to actual needs
 - Use compact massing to free land for 

 outdoor use

Strategies

1

2

3

4



What are you 
curious about?



Thank You
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