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Brain Smart® Start 

Unite

Increase Energy

Decrease Energy

Connect

Increase Attention

Increase Motivation

Organized Energy

Disengage Stress

Calm Down Classroom

Organized Quiet

Shift Gears / Transitions

Commit

Activate Frontal Lobes

Focus on Attention

Increase Success



Early Learning Development 

We know that 90% of brain growth 

happens before Kindergarten.

The research shows a multifaceted learning 

environment is critical to this development.



Early Learning Development Wellbeing

Safe

Healthy

Comfort

Support

Nutrition

Trauma Informed



Early Learning Development Community

Relationships

Learners

Educators

Parents

Diversity

Identity

Welcoming

Inclusive

Enduring



Early Learning Development Engagement

Creativity

Collaboration

Inspiration

Sensory

Variety

Movement

Flexibility

Transparency



Early Learning Development Joy

Creativity

Curiosity

Wonderment

Beauty

Nature

Celebration

Pride
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Case Study
Pathfinder Kindergarten Center



Mukilteo School District

P A T H F I N D E R  K I N D E R G A R T E N  C E N T E R
“The idea that everything is leveled 

for kids, empowers 5-year olds. That 

empowerment then allows them to 

grow not only academically, but 

socially and emotionally which is even 

bigger than the academics.” 

- Educator

• 600 Student Kindergarten

• Draws students district-wide

• 65,000 SF



Todd Ferking
Lead Designer

Lisa Johnson
Principal in Charge

Craig Mason
Educational Designer

Todd Bishop
Project Manager

My Day in Kindergarten

P A T H F I N D E R  K I N D E R G A R T E N  C E N T E R



Meet Students 

Basic Needs
Maximize 

Learning Time

More Movement and 

Connections to 

Nature

Reduce Anxiety
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Learning Suite

P A T H F I N D E R  K I N D E R G A R T E N  C E N T E R

A. classroom

B. specialist

C. dining / projects

D. play

E. library

A

A

B

C

D

E

A

A A A



multi-modal classrooms dining and projects

specialist support



thermal comfort acoustics daylighting

Indoor Environmental Quality



P A T H F I N D E R  K I N D E R G A R T E N  C E N T E R

Wonderment and Discovery



P A T H F I N D E R  K I N D E R G A R T E N  C E N T E R

Wonderment and Discovery



Play and Kinesthetic Learning
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Post Occupancy Research on Transition Reduction

P A T H F I N D E R  K I N D E R G A R T E N  C E N T E R



1 Week 
additional learning

time



This study is an immediate classic! 

It's accessible and educational 

-- should be taught in research 

and design classes. 

2021 Certificate of Research Excellence (CORE) Merit 

Certification 

P A T H F I N D E R  K I N D E R G A R T E N  C E N T E R



“This is incredible. I’ve never sat next to a spec teacher. We were always in our own little island, and we would never talk.” – Specialist

I think that the design really lends itself to a family-kind of community and I think that has a huge impact.” - Educator

Educator’s Experience

P A T H F I N D E R  K I N D E R G A R T E N  C E N T E R
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Case Study
North Kansas City Early Education Center 



v
120+ 
Languages spoken 
in the district

48.6%
Students receive free 
or reduced lunch

45%
Student population is 
non-white

21,000 
Students
Grades PreK-12

1

Largest district in 
Kansas City

2

Second largest 
district in Missouri

1

More new home 
construction permits



Framing Thoughts

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R

Kansas City, Missouri Mayor James wanted to create a tax for pre-K

NKC Schools agreed, but had a different strategy 

• Inclusion of all 14 municipalities

• A sustainable funding source requiring no new taxes

• Curriculum with continuity into K-12 learning

• Best equip some of our students with greatest need for 

success in kindergarten and beyond 

Research suggests that success in Pre-K equates to success throughout a K-12 career and into life. 



Aging converted elementary 

school on eastern edge of the 

district with a capacity of 9 

classrooms

Dispersed classrooms 

throughout the district-22 

classrooms

All half-day programming

Where We Came From

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R





Hobby Lobby

Price Chopper

PROVOCATION

How do we repurpose two 

big box stores into a 

cohesive, engaging and 

future ready learning 

environment while also 

reinvigorating a local 

community?

The Before

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R



The Educator –

understanding how to 

best support teachers

A Day in the Life –

understanding what a future 

learner’s day looks like

Draw Your Dream School –

understand what the ideal 

space could be

Student Shadowing –

understanding what a 

learner’s day looks like now



A Continuum – Minimizing Transitions

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R



Flexibility & 

Adaptability

Accessibility & 

Inclusion

Student Health & 

Wellness

Support for 

Educators
Sensory Learning & 

Active Play

Guiding Principles

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R

Access to learning, resources 

and opportunities for all while 

celebrating learner 

individuality

Opportunities for flexibility 

and adaptability in space, 

furniture, curriculum and 

learning 

Building visual, auditory and 

kinesthetic connections 

through active and engaging 

play

Social and emotional learning 

rooted in supportive 

environments to create 

equanimity for all leaners

Space for educator 

collaboration, mindfulness and 

resources



Derelict buildings with no prospect for 
reuse located in the center of the district



A new facility and community asset 
located in the center of the district that 
can serve as a national model for 
adaptive re-use of abandoned box stores





Overall Floor Plan

Overall Floor Plan

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R



Breaking Down the Scale

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R

Environmental psychology research 

shows that people have a strong, innate, 

unconscious response to aspects of 

nature, from direct elements like daylight 

and fresh air, to natural references like 

materials and colors.



The Neighborhood

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R

CLASSROOM

CLASSROOM

CLASSROOM

CLASSROOM



Each neighborhood biophilic theme is 
rooted in an animal, weather pattern, 
plant or natural structure learners 
could find in their own backyard



Spatial psychology research shows that 
perceived “spaciousness” exerts strong 
influence on mood and our emotional 
experience of the learning environment



Colors influence working and 
learning behaviors, having a 
significant impact on students’ mood, 
concentration and well-being



Extending Learning Outside

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R



Equitable Play

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R



Weaving It All Together

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R







The Storybook

N K C  S C H O O L S  E A R L Y  E D U C A T I O N  C E N T E R
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QUESTIONS & DISCUSSION
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