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ON THE COVER: New York University’s Constance Milstein and Family Global Academic Center 
in downtown Washington, DC, by Hickok Cole Architects.
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5WELCOME

SCHOOLED IN GREAT DESIGN

This issue brings you new education facilities of all shapes
and sizes, from a charter school for young children (page
56) to an adjunct university campus contained in a single
downtown building (page 14).  Our coverage of these 
projects makes for a good lead-in to a change in the
Chapter’s education calendar that I want to alert you to:
Architecture Week is moving to April.

Architecture Week—“week” being kind of a loose
term, because it’s usually more like two weeks—is our
public celebration of architecture.  Carefully placed right

after the Cherry Blossom Festival concludes, and just before PassportDC 
gets underway, Architecture Week 2014 will present the work of many local 
architects as well as that of architects from around the world.  This year’s events
include tours, lectures, children’s programming, and much more.  Architecture
Week has been very popular in the fall, and we hope that good weather this
spring (cross your fingers) will make it even more popular.

The Chapter’s move to the District Architecture Center in 2011 has given 
us the opportunity to look at all our programs and decide how best to support
them.  For example, our three-day professional conference, DesignDC, has
moved from the summer to the fall, and now includes many partners, including
the American Society of Landscape Architects and the American Planning
Association.  In addition, the Washington Architectural Foundation has a popular
new black-tie event, the Fall Design Fête (pronounced ‘fet’ for you non-French
speakers), which helps support the Foundation’s many programs for the 
community.  Rather than trying to shoehorn Architecture Week into the small
amount of remaining available space in the fall, we decided to give it more
breathing room by shifting it to the spring.  

Moving Architecture Week to the spring will also permit it to coincide with
our residential design awards competition and celebration, which is co-sponsored
by Washingtonian magazine.  In fact, the closing-night party for Architecture
Week 2014 will include the announcement of the residential design winners.
You can rub elbows with local architects and meet the distinguished out-of-
town professionals who will serve as the jury for the residential design 
competition.  For more information about Architecture Week, please log on 
to aia.org/architectureweek.

We hope you enjoy this issue.  We thank our many advertisers for their 
support.  Remember that while we have included lots of detail about the projects
included in this issue, there is still more material, including floor plans and
schematics, on our website at architecturedc.com.

Mary Fitch, AICP, Hon. AIA
Publisher
mfitch@aiadc.com

Welcome!
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  Contributors

Steven K. Dickens, AIA, LEED AP
(“Exploratory Procedure”) is an associate
with Eric Colbert & Associates.

Denise Liebowitz (“Dunbar”), formerly with
the National Capital Planning Commission, is
a frequent contributor to ARCHITECTUREDC. 

G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA
(“Branching Out”) is an independent curator
and writer, as well as senior curator at the
National Building Museum. He is the editor
of ARCHITECTUREDC. 

Ronald O’Rourke (“Inside Knowledge” and
“Lessons in Modern”) is a regular contributor
to ARCHITECTUREDC.  His father, Jack
O’Rourke, was an architect in San Francisco
for more than four decades. 
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Professing Architecture: Connecting
Architecture, Culture and Spirituality
February 19-March 25

Graduate architecture students at Catholic University in
the Sacred Space and Cultural Studies Studio had the
opportunity last fall to study with Claudio Silvestrin, who
is considered to be one of the masters of contemporary
minimalism—a designer of serene spaces and simple,
essential forms.  This exhibition will showcase the results
of the students’ work with Silvestrin and architect and
associate professor Julio Bermudez, PhD.  The studio
explored three related projects—a National Immigration
Museum on the Mall, a homeless shelter in Chinatown,
and a nursery/kindergarten in downtown—as vehicles for
studying the spiritual, cultural, and embodied dimensions
of architecture.  The exhibition is organized by the Catholic
University of America School of Architecture and Planning
in cooperation with the Washington Chapter of the
American Institute of Architects.  Additional support 
by ABC Imaging.

Encounters: 
Luis Vidal 
April 10–May 3

Encounters is an architectural installation created to 
discover, explore, and display work done over the last 
10 years by unconventional Spanish architect Luis Vidal
and partners Marta Cumellas and Óscar Torrejón.  The
installation celebrates their vision and their main projects,
including Terminal 2 of Heathrow Airport.  The exhibition
was conceived and curated by architect, educator, and
critic Ana Serrano to create a meditational space for 
considering 21st-century architectural questions and
needs through Luis Vidal’s critical eye.  Issues relating 
to infrastructure, sustainability, city growth, technology,
innovation, and interdisciplinary practice will be
explored through a vertical garden.

Please log on to aiadac.com for more information 
about upcoming exhibits and programs.

7THE SIGAL GALLERY

Exhibitions 
Coming
Exhibitions 
Coming to the SIGAL Gallery

Photo © LHR Airports Limited
Terminal 2 at London's Heathrow Airport, 
by Luis Vidal + Architects.  

Design for a new National Immigration Museum, central
courtyard, by Eric Hoffman and Matthew Schmalzel, 
from the Professing Architecture exhibition.

Keep your eye on the SIGAL Gallery—it will present eight exhibitions this year.  Some will
include the work of our chapter members; others will showcase the work of innovative architects
from around the world.  All the exhibitions will have opening receptions and gallery talks where
participants can learn more about specific works of architecture.  We encourage you to check out
the calendar at aiadac.com for more information and to register for these programs.
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14 BRANCHING OUT

Branching 
Out:
Branching 
Out:
Georgetown Goes 
Modern with New School 
of Continuing Studies
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

Photo © Bruce Damonte

Atrium of the Georgetown University School 
of Continuing Studies in downtown Washington. 
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The term “adaptive reuse” generally brings to mind such
projects as the conversion of an old warehouse into office
space, or perhaps that of a historic church into condos.
In the case of Georgetown University’s new School of
Continuing Studies (SCS), it was a former video production
studio in the basement of a downtown office building
that was transformed into a consolidated facility for the
university’s off-campus educational programs.  The result
is a strikingly modern, bright, and spacious academic
center that makes the most of a heavily constrained space
few other tenants would have found attractive.

Founded essentially as an umbrella for summer school
programs in 1956, the SCS has grown into a multi-faceted
academic organization offering undergraduate and
graduate degree programs for both full- and part-time
students, as well as certificate programs in dozens of
fields.  Before moving into its new space at 650
Massachusetts Avenue, NW, the school was scattered,
with staff split between three locations and classes
offered wherever an available space could be found on
Georgetown’s main campus or elsewhere.  The consolidated
facility now serves roughly 1,200 students in degree
programs and about 2,000 others, with some 800 on site
on a typical weekday evening, creating a hive of activity.  

STUDIOS Architecture not only designed the new
space, but also helped Georgetown identify potential sites
before settling on this location.  “We visited probably 15
or 20 spaces,” said Walter Rankin, PhD, interim dean of
the SCS.  “We were looking at some standard office
buildings, with eight- or nine-foot ceilings, and none of
them seemed right.  On the visit [to 650 Massachusetts],
we were all very intrigued by the column-free, cavernous
space.  It was attractive to us in terms of what we could do
to re-imagine what an educational environment could be.”

Even so, the SCS staff initially had some difficulty
envisioning how the mostly-underground space—for all its
uninterrupted volume—could be made into an attractive
educational venue.  An epiphany came when Brian Pilot,
AIA, LEED AP, a principal at STUDIOS, presented an
early design sketch.  “The building came to life for us at
that point,” said Dr. Rankin, “and stayed  true to the
initial vision once it was constructed.” 

The design concept was centered around a tall atrium
that visually links the ground-floor entry to a mezzanine
above and two levels below.  The mezzanine contains a
faculty lounge and a non-denominational chapel that also
serves as a small gathering space for secular activities.
The main auditorium, which seats 130 people, is accessed
from the entry level.  The bulk of the facility, including
more than 30 classrooms, a café, lounge areas, and study
nooks, is located on the lowest two levels.  Staff and
faculty offices currently occupy a non-contiguous space
on the second floor of the building as well as a portion
of the lowest floor (the latter area was designed for easy
conversion to additional classrooms in the event of a
future expansion of the school’s programming).

15BRANCHING OUT

Photo © Bruce Damonte

Photo © Bruce Damonte

View from the faculty lounge looking toward the main entrance. 
The chapel is behind the screen on the upper level in the background.  

Student commons, with openings 
overlooking the café below.  
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The atrium is the key to the success of the entire project.  The
generous use of white materials and finishes in the space was no
mere aesthetic whim, but a deliberate effort on the part of the
architects to bring as much light as possible into the depths of the
building.  Many of the classrooms are not only underground, but
actually tucked into “vault” space below the sidewalk.  “Most of
the [school’s] classes are in the evening,” said Pilot, “so the lack of
windows is not as big a deal as it might be, but we still didn’t
want the classrooms to feel oppressive.”  In fact, these classrooms

are remarkably bright and airy thanks to the light coming from the
atrium and through glass partitions between the rooms and the
adjacent corridors.  

A distinguishing feature of the atrium is the perforated metal
screen that lines most of one wall.  The screen allows for free
movement of air supplied by vents at the lower levels and exhausted
at the top.  It also serves as a piece of large-scale art, providing
visual depth and texture in a space that is mostly finished in hard,
flat surfaces.  LED lighting behind adds interest and helps to

16 BRANCHING OUT

Photo © Bruce DamonteSeating platform/stage adjacent to the café on the lowest level.  A classroom is visible 
in the right background, separated from the central space by a glass partition.
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replace daylight in the evening.  Surprisingly, the
screen was constructed from relatively inexpensive, 
off-the-shelf components.

Complementing the soaring scale and prevailing
whiteness of the atrium are gathering spaces of different
sizes, finished in various colors and materials.  Adjacent
to the atrium on the lowest two levels are the Student
Commons and Café Commons, which form the “hub” of
the school.  These spaces are lined with faceted panels of

pale wood, adding a sense of warmth and partial enclosure
without compromising the overall lightness and openness
in the project.  On the café level, an irregularly shaped
wood platform creates an informal seating area but can
also serve as a stage for performances and programs.
Lining the classroom corridors is a series of study nooks
featuring colorful walls and seating cushions.  

To provide a prominent entry for the new academic
center—and to maximize the amount of light entering the

17BRANCHING OUT

Photo © Bruce DamonteNew bay window allowing views of the atrium from the sidewalk.  In this dusk view, 
the perforated metal screen on the main wall of the atrium is lit from behind by LEDs.
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atrium—STUDIOS worked with the building’s owner,
Brookfield Properties, to replace a portion of the existing
façade with a two-story, glass curtain wall.  In effect a
giant bay window, the new structure projects four feet
into public space (which is perfectly legal under DC law)
and thus gives the SCS a strong street-level presence.  In
conjunction with the SCS project, STUDIOS also worked
directly with Brookfield to update the building’s main
Massachusetts Avenue entrance and remove a heavy
porte-cochere dating to the building’s construction in the
1980s.  Meanwhile, the adjacent sidewalk received a
makeover by the landscape architecture firm of Lee &
Associates.  The effect of these changes has already been
transformative—one hopes that Brookfield will choose to
pursue similar renovations to the rest of the building’s
base, making it more lively and pedestrian-friendly.

The new SCS facility opened in the fall of 2013, and
so far, the staff, faculty, and students seem thrilled with the
space.  “STUDIOS, along with Georgetown’s architecture

office, were critical partners in the process of developing
our program and helping us realize what we actually
needed,” said Dr. Rankin, the interim dean.  “Since moving
into our new space, we are positioned for continued growth
and success.  Our students, faculty, and graduates have
so many more learning resources and opportunities in
the downtown DC neighborhood, and we are taking full
advantage of the new location.”

18 BRANCHING OUT

Project: Georgetown University 
School of Continuing Studies, Washington, DC

Architects: STUDIOS Architecture
Landscape Architects: Lee & Associates
Lighting Designers: MCLA Architectural Lighting Design
Woodworkers: CW Keller & Associates and IBS Millwork
Structural Engineers: Thornton Tomasetti
MEP Engineers (core and shell): Girard Engineering
MEP Engineers (interior): GHT Limited
Audiovisual/IT/Security Consultants: Shen Milsom & Wilke
General Contractor: James G. Davis Construction Corporation

Photo © Bruce DamonteMain auditorium of the School of Continuing Studies.  Faceted forms, bright white finishes,
and bold lighting enliven the space, which is tucked deep within the building.
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The new building at 1307 L Street, NW, designed by Hickok Cole
Architects, doesn’t just catch your eye momentarily—it continues
to hold your attention as you approach it.

When first viewed from down the street, the building appears
to have a cream-colored, undulating façade on its upper floors.
But as one draws closer, those undulations shift and begin to break
up, revealing something quite different—an array of vertical,
jagged-edged glass fins set parallel to one another.  As one reaches
a position directly in front of the building, the fins disappear from
view almost entirely, and the upper part of the façade presents
itself as a flat curtain wall of dark glass.  It’s an almost 
magical transformation.

“The fins change your view of the building as you move
toward, past, and around it,” said Yolanda Cole, AIA, IIDA, LEED
AP, senior principal at Hickok Cole.  “We extensively studied the
fins’ spacing, the depth and angle of their facets, and the ‘swoop’

pattern they create through computer and physical models to get
the right amount of shimmer and movement.”

“There are precedents around the world for using horizontal
or vertical elements that when aligned, misaligned, or squeezed
together create interesting visual patterns,” added Kerron Miller, RA,
project architect.  “While we used these as a point of departure, we
fashioned the façade in our own way by offsetting jagged facets to
create what looks like a curvilinear moiré pattern.”

The façade’s sophisticated design sleight-of-hand isn’t the
only surprise offered by this building.  Looking at the upper floors,
it’s easy to conclude, given the building’s downtown location, that
there are offices behind that dark glass.  One might never guess
that the upper part of the building is, in fact, a college dormitory,
with living quarters for about 125 students.

This beautiful and surprising building is the Constance
Milstein and Family Global Academic Center, which serves as

24 INSIDE KNOWLEDGE

Inside Knowledge:Inside Knowledge:
NYU’s Constance Milstein and 
Family Global Academic Center
by Ronald O’Rourke

Photo © Anice Hoachlander/Hoachlander Davis Photography

Viewed from an acute angle, the main façade of the NYU building appears 
to undulate, thanks to carefully sculpted pattern of jagged, projecting fins.

Photo © Anice Hoachlander/Hoachlander Davis Photography

Viewed from directly across the street, the fins largely disappear, 
revealing the glass curtain wall behind.
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Photos © Adrian WilsonReading room.

Lobby.  The pattern on the wall at left is a laser-cut map of downtown Washington, 
with New York Avenue called out in vibrant color.
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the Washington, DC, branch of New York University (NYU-DC).  The structure,
with a total of 75,000 square feet on 12 floors, is a self-contained college
mini-campus that supports a semester study experience in Washington for
NYU College of Arts and Science students majoring in politics, international
relations, economics, and art history.

The building’s top six floors—the ones behind the dark glass—are devoted
entirely to student and faculty living quarters.  Students live in dorm-style
rooms, two beds per room, but with separate bathrooms for every one or two
rooms.  The top floor includes four larger living suites for faculty members.
The building’s six lower floors (three above grade, plus three basement levels)
house classrooms, seminar rooms, a large lecture hall/event space, faculty and
administrative offices, and student life space.

“Our design team sought to characterize this building as a space thriving
with public activity,” Cole said.  The design incorporates clear glass on the
building’s lower floors, permitting activities there to be viewed from the
street.  A balcony spans the width of the building on the third floor, allowing
students and staff to enjoy the outside on nice days and be seen from the
street and neighboring buildings.  At night, with the lower-floor lights on, the
bottom of the building glows like a gentle lantern, signaling the life inside.

A stairway serving the lower levels was placed at the building’s front,
with one of its flights cantilevered over the sidewalk, adding to the design’s
engagement with the street.  “The stair glows with a soft purple light that
grazes the glass guardrails,” said Laurence Caudle, AIA, IIDA, LEED AP, a
Hickok Cole principal and director of housing.  “It activates the façade as
students move up and down throughout the day and night.”

The spacious stairwell allows sunlight to flow down into the basement
levels, and strengthens the connection of those levels to the academic spaces
above.  The main reading room on the third floor—the space just behind the
balcony—features a folded-plane ceiling that echoes the jagged edges of the
glass fins outside.

“The biggest design constraint was the site’s small footprint relative to
the size of the program elements we needed to accommodate,” said Jeffrey A.
Lockwood, AIA, project manager.  “When you look at this small building, it’s
hard to imagine that there’s a 165-seat auditorium, seven seminar rooms, a
reading room, and dorm rooms for 125 students, as well as two floors of
offices for faculty members.  It is a Swiss watch—every inch was needed.”

26 INSIDE KNOWLEDGE

Photo © Adrian WilsonStairwell.
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Photo © Adrian WilsonBalcony off the reading room, with the bottoms 
of the exterior fins visible above.
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Photos © Adrian WilsonNighttime view of lobby, with main staircase in background.

Photos © Adrian WilsonMain auditorium.
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“On top of that,” he added, “during construction we discovered
that the neighboring building’s foundation extended into our
property by about three feet in one location, which required us
to do a fast redesign for the auditorium.”

The project is targeted for LEED Gold certification.
Sustainable-design features include a green roof, high performance
glass, the glass fins (which help shade the façade), bicycle storage,
and the presence of only two parking spaces (one of which is for
low-emission vehicles), encouraging occupants to travel to and
from the building on foot or via public transportation.

“We’ve heard that the students think this is a much cooler
building than other dormitory buildings—and more upscale in its
design and finishes,” said Sean P. Wayne, AIA, IIDA, LEED AP,
principal and director of interiors.  “It’s a building for students
who can appreciate its bold moves.” 

“There’s also a bit of whimsy built into the interiors,” he
added.  “The student lounge, which also acts as a function space
for visitors, was designed with an abstract map of DC that was
laser cut from metal panels and features a recessed purple line
calling out New York Avenue”—an allusion to the university’s
home state.

“NYU sought to distinguish themselves architecturally from
the other university semester programs in the city, and encouraged
us to design something unique and progressive,” Cole said.  “The
design reflects a dynamic and forward-looking institution.  It’s
great to have a client who’s not afraid to do something out of the
ordinary—something that pushes some boundaries and makes 
a statement.”

29INSIDE KNOWLEDGE

Project: New York University, Constance Milstein and 
Family Global Academic Center, Washington, DC

Architects: Hickok Cole Architects
Structural Engineers: Fernandez & Associates Structural Engineers, PC
MEP Engineers: Girard Engineering
Civil Engineers: A. Morton Thomas & Associates, Inc.
General Contractor: SIGAL Construction

Photo © Adrian WilsonOrnamental fins on the main façade, as seen from below.
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34 EXPLORATORY PROCEDURE

Exploratory
Procedure:
Exploratory
Procedure:
Lab Facility Puts 
Science at the Heart 
of GMU Campus
by Steven K. Dickens, AIA, LEED AP 

Photo © 2014 Alan Karchmer

George Mason University’s Exploratory Hall.
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From its beginnings with four small buildings and 365 students in
1964, George Mason University (GMU) has grown to be the largest
component of the University of Virginia system, measured by
number of students.  Its growth parallels that of the Washington
suburbs in general and Fairfax County in particular.  The same
can be said of most of the campus architecture, with dorms that
resemble garden apartments and academic buildings that might
look at home in suburban office parks.  The parallels continue:  
As with Fairfax itself, GMU’s campus has seen constant construction
and expansion since the 1960s, but has finally reached a point where
infill development is necessary and many people are recognizing
the benefits of densification.  

GMU’s architectural ambitions have risen along with its
academic reputation and the prominence of its Patriots basketball
team.  One basic but significant sign of the change is the emergence
of a third major exterior material on university buildings.  In the
past decade, zinc—in shingles or panels—has joined red brick and
buff-colored precast concrete in the campus palette.  

The newest GMU project, Exploratory Hall, aims high and
scores.  While neither especially large nor particularly complicated
in its layout, it succeeds on many different levels and for many
different purposes.  Since its opening in September 2013, the
building has proven very popular with students and faculty, and is
helping move GMU forward both architecturally and academically.  

35EXPLORATORY PROCEDURE

   
    

  
       

    all.

Photo © 2014 Alan KarchmerMain entrance to Exploratory Hall, tucked between two existing buildings.  The new metal screen at right shades 
a popular balcony on the building that was renovated as part of the project.
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With Exploratory Hall, one faculty member remarked, “we’ve
moved out of the 1970s and into the future.”  She meant this quite
literally, as most of the previous labs and classrooms were in
1970s-era buildings.

The genesis of Exploratory Hall was administrative.  A 
reorganization in 2006 created the GMU College of Science, and
with it the need for a consolidated facility and expanded, more
modern classrooms—particularly “wet” laboratories for biological
experimentation.  But under the guidance of the D.C. office of
Perkins+Will architects, the new college was able to do much
more.  Exploratory Hall not only serves as a physical learning and

gathering location, but also provides the college with a new image
and a form of three-dimensional advertising.  (GMU is nothing
if not a modern university, and yes, nowadays, universities need 
to advertise.)

“The main point of Exploratory Hall,” says project architect
Paul Harney, AIA, is that it makes a lot of connections, both literal
and metaphorical.”  In fact, the new portion is, in purely functional
terms, a connection between two existing buildings.  It is also 
literally part of a pre-existing, heavily-used campus pathway.
Previously, there was only a hallway connection, which bridged
over the pathway.  Science remained hidden behind brick walls.
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ArchDC. Spring_2014_Fall 2013  2/14/14  12:46 PM  Page 36



But in the new building, passers-through are welcomed, overturning
the traditional “ivory tower” concept of science.  These passers-
through may be drawn in by the convenience of the direct route
(and a strategically-placed coffee stand), but once within the
building, they quite literally see hands-on science happening in
the laboratories.  The laboratory classrooms are deliberately glassy
and placed in highly visible locations.  The goal was to put science on
display; the message—and metaphor—is that science is accessible.

The atrium space, with its abundant glass and dynamic staircase,
connects the two pre-existing buildings.  One was largely left
intact, but the other was strategically renovated as part of the
work.  Since it, unlike the glassy addition, faces towards GMU’s
main quad, it is the formal “front door” to the College of Science.
The budget for the new project precluded a complete replacement
of the very modest existing façade, but Perkins+Will pulled the
metal screens and zinc panels of the new atrium across it and
enlarged the lobby to provide a proper entrance and give a sense
of the dynamic activities within.  A particular success story was
the rejuvenation of a pre-existing second floor balcony.  Prior to
renovations, it was little used, because it was mostly lined with
private offices and offered no protection from the western sun.
The architects located “unscheduled collaboration rooms” adjacent
to it and tamed the sun with the new screens.  The balcony is now
a well-used asset.

Exploratory Hall has an integrated-art program that makes
connections on many levels. Larry Kirkland, a Washington-based
artist specializing in “instructional art,” collaborated with
Perkins+Will and the College of Science on these installations.
These are not the arcane, allegorical masterpieces often found in
august academic institutions, however.  These are approachable
and understandable, even humorous.

The wittiest are the “periodic tables” in the atrium lounge and
study area, with their supergraphics drawn from the periodic table
of elements.  The subtlest is the decorative wood panel in the
lobby, the pattern of which is derived from the mathematical
Fibonacci series, in which each number in the sequence is the sum
of the previous two.  “People just think it’s a nice pattern,” says
Harney, “But once they learn its significance, they like it better.
And they don’t seem to forget Fibonacci any more.”

In between these extremes are other elements that make art
out of science.  The perforated pattern in the metal screens that
shade the atrium depict DNA molecules.  (This required some
back-and-forth in design, to ensure that there would be enough
shading, enough light, and enough “molecules” so it’s clearly more
than an abstract pattern.)  In an outdoor quad, quotations from
famous scientists and mathematicians from the past are etched
into granite seating, creating three groups of five “dialogues,” and
also highlighting five of the disciplines within the college.  The
bottom of a light well became a “geology garden” consisting of
five stone species, arranged in bands east to west, which represent
the five geological regions with the Commonwealth of Virginia.
(These were accidentally installed in reverse, from west to east, but,
knowing that the geologists on the staff would instantly recognize
the mistake, Perkins+Will had it corrected.)  The terrazzo floor of
the atrium includes DNA strands, a Fibonacci series spiral, and
patterns of rippling waves.  The last of these, along with wave
patterns elsewhere in the facility, are “intended to honor all the
departments within the college,” according to Harney, because

Photo © 2014 Alan KarchmerRenovated balcony with new metal screens.
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they illustrate concepts found in math, biology, chemistry, physics, and
the atmospheric, oceanic, and earth sciences.    

Nowadays, LEED certification is standard issue for collegiate
buildings, in fact for academic buildings at all levels.  Universities, after
all, are dedicated to discovery and the future.  Moreover, the emphasis on
“life-cycle” costs makes most sense for long-term owner/operators who
can afford the additional up-front costs but will still be around to reap the
benefits.  Laboratory-heavy facilities, however, can be difficult candidates
for LEED because their heavy exhaust requirements are constantly sucking
conditioned air out of the building.  Nevertheless, via a series of “state-of-
the-shelf” technologies, including a glycol energy recovery system, 
careful material choices, and reuse of some 60% of the existing building
(which required painstaking effort, it should be noted—gut renovation
would have been a lot easier), Exploratory Hall is tracking to achieve
LEED Gold status.

At Exploratory Hall, classes go until 10:00 at night, and often the
atrium is full of students until even later, studying alone or in informal
groups, socializing, reading, and what have you.  Science thus exudes 
a sense of action—a buzz factor introduced by people interacting 
with architecture.
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Project: George Mason University, 
Exploratory Hall, Fairfax, VA

Architects: Perkins+Will
Structural Engineers: Robert Silman Associates
MEP Engineers: Integral Group
Civil Engineers: Patton Harris Rust & Associates
General Contractor: Donley’s

Photo © 2014 Alan Karchmer Photos © 2014 Alan Karchmer

Atrium, with integrated, science-themed art.
Note the “periodic tables” and the spirals 
and wave patterns in the floor.

New labs within Exploratory Hall.
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It was Saturday morning and Junior ROTC cadets 
were strutting their syncopated military stuff in a drill 
competition in the “Armory,” the central atrium of the
brand new Dunbar High School building in the Truxton
Circle neighborhood of Northwest Washington.  The
scene evoked the glory days of one of Washington’s most
prestigious schools when, in the first half of the 20th
century, aspiring African-American student cadets practiced
their own marching drills in the Armory of the original
1917 Dunbar building.  In that earlier building, constructed
in the Collegiate Tudor style, legendary principals and
teachers provided an uncompromising, rigorous education
to students who went on the become some of the nation’s
most distinguished African-American leaders.  The list of
illustrious Dunbar alumni is long: the first black general
in the U.S. military, the first black graduate of the Naval
Academy, the first black Cabinet member, not to mention
jazz great Duke Ellington, DC Congressional Delegate
Eleanor Holmes Norton, and Mayor Vincent Gray. 

However, as the century progressed and the nation’s
schools were desegregated, Dunbar was turned from 
a selective magnet school to a neighborhood school 
and, reflecting urban trends of the 1960s and ’70s, that
neighborhood was changing.  In 1977, the beloved old
Dunbar building was demolished and replaced by a new
concrete building in the Brutalist style on another corner of
the same site.  From the beginning, there were complaints:
the interior was dark and cold, there were almost no
windows, hallways were narrow, and hiding places were
numerous.  In spite of Dunbar’s fortress-like appearance,
the problems of the city seeped into the school.  

That unloved building is now gone, and in its third
incarnation on this site, Dunbar High School has emerged
as a proud and welcoming neighborhood presence,
designed to support serious academic programs and
showcase 21st-century sustainable technology.  Like the
original school building, the new one occupies the southeast
portion of the site at the corner of First and N Streets, NW.
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Dunbar High SchoolDunbar High School
Builds to Reclaim 
its Former Glory by Denise Liebowitz 

Photo © Joseph Romeo

Entrance to the new Dunbar Senior High School.
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Designed by Perkins Eastman in association with Moody
Nolan, the four-story building is constructed in an L-shaped
plan (one wing for academic, the other for sports and
arts) aligned along two sides of a large athletic field.
The school’s bay windows, articulated corners, and tower
elements are modern interpretations of those traditional
architectural features of the 1917 building.  On the exterior,
a muted palette of beige brick alternates with a deep-
blue-gray composite trim material. 

The entry plaza looks across N Street to a public park
and New York Avenue beyond.  Sited on the footprint of
the original school, the building has a street presence and
formality lacking in the 1977 structure.  The return to the
original siting also will allow the city to reopen O Street
between First and Third Streets, a stretch of roadway that
had been lost when the previous school building was
constructed over it.  This re-establishment of O Street, a
piece of the L’Enfant Plan street grid, is an important
repair to the city’s historic urban fabric.  With a new
south-facing entry plaza, tower, and large windows, the
building takes advantage of the site’s prominent corner.
A gentle sweep of steps leads to the glassy entrance and
into the double-height atrium Armory where the material
and color palette from the exterior continues inside.

This skylit central Armory is the main organizing
element of the building’s interior and connects to the
academic wing, sports fields, gym, pool, and auditorium.
A food court, student seating area, and small museum
focused on school alumni are located on the entry level
of the Armory.  A generously proportioned interior stair
ascends to a mezzanine, where a media room and a senior
lounge are located and where a bridge overlooks the
activity below.  In the gym, a 29-foot glass wall looks out
to the sports field to the west.  Underneath the gym, an
expansive clerestory brings daylight into the partially
below-grade, 75-foot-long swimming pool.  The 600-seat,
maple-paneled auditorium has a glass wall backing the
stage with access to an outside terrace.  Even on a grey
day, the interior feels bathed in natural light.

In the academic wing, flexible classroom and 
laboratory spaces brimming with state-of-the-art technology
are interspersed with administrative and faculty offices.
Hallways are wide and airy and sightlines are uninter-
rupted.  “All of this natural light is just awesome,” enthused
math teacher Christopher Hoyt.  Hoyt taught in the 1977
building for two years before it was demolished and he
was happy to see it go.  “Those classrooms had almost no
windows, it was always cold and dark, and really, really

Photo © Joseph RomeoThe new Dunbar building occupies the site of the original school, 
built in 1917 and demolished in the 1970s.
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noisy.  Here, with solid walls it’s so much quieter.  We have a
teachers’ lounge!  And a staff bathroom!”  However, Hoyt said the
kids complain that unlike in the previous building, they have no
out-of-the-way places to hide in this new one.

With every step they take, students are reminded of the
remarkable Dunbar legacy and their obligation to continue it.
Throughout the building, hundreds of silver panels are embedded
in the floor; some are inscribed with the names of notable writers,
artists, lawyers, and civil rights leaders who are Dunbar alumni,
other panels are blank awaiting the names of future Dunbar
graduates of equally extraordinary achievement.   

The large playing field is a work in progress.  An artificial
turf surface will accommodate soccer, football, and track and
field events.  A rubberized track will encircle the field and an
athletic entry plaza directly west of the academic wing and 

adjacent to the N Street will provide access to the field.  Bleachers
accommodating 2,000 people are already installed with restrooms
and concessions below. 

“We wanted the building to show students they are part of an
important heritage…Dunbar is not just any high school,” said
Sean O’Donnell, AIA, LEED AP, Perkins Eastman principal-in-
charge.  “This is a school firing on all four cylinders: it repairs the
urban fabric, it supports academic programs of excellence, it is
designed to meet the educational needs of the 21st century, and it
builds community.  We are especially proud of this project; there
was extraordinary collaboration—the city, the designers, the
builders, school administrators, and the neighborhood all came
together on this one, and that is not always the case.”

The building is on track to become the first LEED for Schools
Platinum project in the District of Columbia and its sustainability

Photo © Joseph RomeoThe “Armory,” named after a space 
in the original Dunbar building.
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features are significant, even groundbreaking.  When completed,
the geothermal system under the football field will be the city’s
largest.  A large photovoltaic array is mounted on the roof.  The
city has estimated that the average annual energy cost savings at
Dunbar will be $250,000 to $300,000 compared to the typical DC
school.  Other eco-minded measures include low-emissivity glass
(which reduces solar heat gain) and low-VOC (volatile organic
compound) materials, and two 20,000-gallon cisterns for storm
water reclamation.  When reopened, O Street will accommodate
normal vehicular and pedestrian traffic, but will perform as an
ecological “green” street, featuring storm water swales, rain 
gardens, and newly planted trees up and down its length.

“This project demonstrates that a city school on a constrained
urban site can have all the amenities of a sprawling suburban
school.  The Dunbar site is probably one-third the size of a typical
suburban high school site, maybe just one-quarter the size,” said
Matthew Bell, FAIA, design principal.  “It can be tricky designing

a vertical building that enhances community.  In this project we
have been able to stack classrooms, pool, gym, etc., in a way 
that is coherent and integrated.  It’s important that we know
how to do this.” 

Project: Dunbar Senior High School, Washington, DC

Architects: Perkins Eastman
Associate Architects: Moody Nolan
Landscape Architects: Landscape Architecture Bureau
Structural Engineers: SK&A Structural Engineers
MEP Engineers: Setty & Associates International
Civil Engineers: AMT, LLC
Aquatic Design Consultants: Aquatic Design Group
Food Service Consultants: Nyikos Associates, Inc.

Acoustics, Audiovisual, Telecommunications, and Security 
Consultants: Shen Milsom & Wilke
LEED Consultants: Sustainable Design Consulting
General Contractor: Smoot/Gilbane, a joint venture

Photo © Joseph RomeoMain auditorium.
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Public charter schools have grown rapidly in recent years
in the District of Columbia, becoming a major alternative
to traditional public or independent schools. Charter
schools are inherently positioned to try new educational
strategies, and that spirit of innovation can extend to the
design of the school facilities themselves. Yet per-pupil
funding for charter schools is often below that of regular
public schools.  So how can architects bring thoughtful and
even cutting-edge design to such projects while staying
within limited budgets?  For an answer to that question,
take a look at three recently completed public charter
school projects designed by Shinberg Levinas
Architectural Design.

Carlos Rosario International 
Public Charter School
The Carlos Rosario International Public Charter School,
located at 514 V Street, NE, a few blocks from the Rhode
Island Avenue Metro station, is a festival of angles in plan
and elevation—a muscularly modernist building of the
kind one might expect to see in Europe.  The project
team—Salo Levinas, Assoc. AIA, principal in charge,
with Milton Shinberg, AIA, Brian Butler, and Maria

Gorodetskaya—took an irregularly shaped site and ran
with it to create an asymmetric, sharp-edged building
that from some vantage points is somewhat suggestive of
a landed starcruiser.

“Instead of fighting the forces presented by the very
tight and irregular site, we took advantage of them,”
Levinas said.  “We adjusted the project form to respond
to the site and embrace the environment.”

The 48,000-square-foot building, on three levels plus
a basement, is designed for a daily average of 220 students
enrolled primarily in a culinary arts program.  The
building’s two wings are joined by a central three-story
atrium—the school’s main common area—that is
sheathed in glass curtain walls.

“There’s a surprise factor when you first enter the
school and experience the open atrium space,” Levinas
said.  “It gives the interior of the school an identity, and
creates a sense of openness and inclusion.  The atrium
works in different ways—it connects the interior with the
exterior, and it connects the building’s spaces vertically
and horizontally.”

The building’s two wings incorporate generously
proportioned windows along their lengths, permitting
significant daylighting of interior spaces.  The east wing
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Project: Carlos Rosario International 
Public Charter School—
Sonia Gutierrez Campus, Washington, DC

Architects: Shinberg.Levinas
Lighting Designers: One Lux Design
Structural Engineers: Shemro Engineering
MEP Engineers: Capitol Engineering Group
Civil Engineers: Bowman Consulting Group, Ltd.
Food Service Consultants: Nyikos Associates, Inc.
Owner’s Representative: Blake Real Estate
General Contractor: SIGAL/Keystone Plus, A Joint Venture

Photo © 2014 Alan Karchmer
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Photo © 2014 Alan Karchmer

Cafeteria at Carlos Rosario International
Public Charter School on V Street, NE.

Terrace off cafeteria.

Exterior views.
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features a deep balcony off the school’s cafeteria—the starcruiser’s
observation deck, one might say—that overlooks the Metropolitan
Branch Trail (MBT) and Metro’s Red Line corridor and offers
views of the city beyond.  The balcony wraps around the corner to
create a narrower terrace along the building’s south-facing side.

“The building was conceived as a free-standing structure
knowing that someday, a new project may be built on the adjacent
open lot,” Levinas said.  “The programs that would benefit most
from views and open space at the southern and eastern portions of

the site were shifted to those ends of the building.  The building
turns and opens up at the southeast, to views of the Capitol.
The building’s exterior color responds to the site context and 
environment—the school is located among warehouses, and the
neighbor to the south is an asphalt plant.”

The school’s mission is to “provide education that prepares
the diverse adult immigrant population of Washington, DC, to
become invested, productive citizens and members of the American
society who give back to family and community.”  In addition to

Photo © 2014 Alan Karchmer

Photo © 2014 Alan Karchmer

Staircase at Carlos Rosario International
Public Charter School.

Eagle Academy Public Charter School.
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administrative and support spaces, the building includes eight
language classrooms, a large teaching kitchen (the J. Willard and
Alice S. Marriott Culinary Arts Center), additional culinary labs
and classrooms that are leased to the University of Puerto Rico to
support its own culinary program, and a nursing aid training lab.

The project is pursuing LEED Gold certification—a source of
pride for the school’s staff and students.  Sustainable design features
include the use of an urban site with good access to public 
transportation, the building of a new stairway at the site that 
connects the school and the neighborhood to the MBT, the use of
construction materials with recycled, regionally-sourced, and
low-VOC (volatile organic compound) content, the use of energy-
efficient glass, and additional features in both the building and the
surrounding landscaping for reducing energy and water use and
for managing storm water. “The kitchen and culinary labs were a
large component of the client’s program, resulting in a high
requirement for ventilation and water usage,” Levinas said.  “To
offset this, we specified low-flow and low-flush fixtures in kitchens
and bathrooms.” 

“The faculty and staff are proud of the building and 
comfortable in it,” Levinas said.  “It has become an icon in a newly
developing neighborhood—a place where the faculty and students
enjoy spending time and can take advantage of its common areas.
While the building’s overall form is unique, as are the [interior]
spaces, the finishes respond to the practical needs of the faculty
members and school operators.”

Eagle Academy 
Public Charter School
The project for the Eagle Academy Public Charter School, 
located at 3400 Wheeler Rd, SE, near the intersection with
Mississippi Avenue, SE, involved renovating the interior of an
existing former DC public school building and adding a new wing
to create an up-to-date, 92,000-square-foot facility.  The project

team included Milton Shinberg, AIA, principal in charge, with
Salo Levinas, Assoc. AIA, Antonio Vintro, Carlos Talero, Robert
White, and Michael Kmak.

The Eagle Academy is an early-childhood public charter
school for pre-K through third grade students on two campuses.
The facility on Wheeler Road, in the Congress Heights part of
Anacostia, is known as the Eagle Center at McGogney.  The
school’s other campus, called Eagle Academy at New Jersey
Avenue, is located at 1017 New Jersey Avenue, SE.

“Eagle Academy PCS is a very active, effective force for change
in Anacostia,” said Shinberg.  “Their connection to community
was a prime driver in the architectural solution.”

The renovated existing building is devoted primarily to
classrooms.  The three-story, L-shaped addition houses a pool
room on its lowest level, a gymnasium above, and several other
spaces, including a new entry lobby for the school, a community
room, school staff offices, a library and reading room, a computer
lab, a music room, an exercise room, locker rooms for the pool
and gymnasium, and additional support spaces.  Reinforcing the
school’s status as a community asset, the pool and gymnasium can
be accessed by neighbors after school hours.

“A major challenge, and opportunity, was connecting the old
and new parts of the building, and creating a new, coherent, and
really inviting entrance,” Shinberg said.  “The lobby, with its 
multiple connectors to the building components, does just that—
coherently, and with a very open feeling.”

The new wing was designed to better integrate the school to
its neighborhood.  “The existing school building is set back from
the street, and not oriented toward it,” Shinberg said.  “We felt
strongly that the addition should face the street and reinforce that
edge. That also allowed us to keep more space on the interior of
the site, for an open feeling and for play.”

The new wing’s lower levels are sheathed in clear glass, 
maximizing the amount of daylight coming into the spaces inside,
including the pool room.  The upper levels are clad in blue and
white translucent polycarbonate panels that admit a soft light
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during the day into the gymnasium and other interior spaces.  At
night, with the interior lighting turned on, the translucent panels
reverse their function, emitting a lantern-like glow that helps to
reinforce the school’s status as a neighborhood landmark.

“The multi-colored polycarbonate material is certainly unusual,
and represents the end result of considerable research and 
investigation of design options,” Shinberg said.  “It’s the most 
distinctive aspect of the building, and it serves the client’s program
extremely well.  The blue tint is the school color, and the randomized
design makes the façade more playful, less uniform, and more fun.
Many students have said they really love it and are proud that
their school looks special.”

The project’s sustainable design features include the reuse of
an existing building with no major demolition and few changes to
interior walls, improved insulation, and extensive use of natural
daylighting.  “Insulation has a good payback, and since the old
building’s roof was easy to change, we had an opportunity to super
insulate it, and to do the same on the new wing,” Shinberg said.
“The abundance of natural light in the both structures is considerable
and resulted in a substantial reduction in the need for artificial
lighting.  The gym needs virtually no lights on during most 
daylight hours—a huge savings over time.”

“This project, which included a gym and a pool, allowed us 
to make some big moves on a big site,” Shinberg added.  “The
symbolism and poetry of glowing volumes as beacons to the 
community and as reflections of the school’s energy are aspects
that we’re particularly proud of.”

“Eagle is more than pleased—even ecstatic—about their new
home,” Shinberg said.  “They tell us that the old and new buildings
work very well, and that the community is responding well to the
design, particularly its message of renewal through the glowing
lantern of the addition.  School leaders tell us that the students
have more energy and seem happier.  It’s a rebirth for Eagle.”

E. L. Haynes 
Public Charter School
As with the Eagle Academy project, the work at the Kansas Avenue
campus of the E.L. Haynes Public Charter School, located at 4501
Kansas Avenue, NW, involved fully renovating a former DC public
school building while adding a new wing.  In this case, the renovated
older building is for pre-K through fourth grade students, while
the new wing houses a high school.  (Fifth- through eighth-grade
students at E.L. Haynes attend the institution’s Georgia Avenue
campus, located at 3600 Georgia Avenue, NW.) 

The 90,000-square-foot project, which serves a total of 775
students, was designed by Milton Shinberg, AIA, principal in
charge, with a project team including Salo Levinas, Assoc. AIA,
Antonio Vintro, Carlos Talero, and Robert White.

“The dramatic contrast in the ages of the students in the two
parts of the school helped to drive the architectural solution,”
Shinberg said.  “The renovation and addition are related and
connected, but they are distinct from one another, and there is an
appropriate degree of containment and separation.  The project is
designed so that the two student populations don’t mix inside the
building, and their outdoor spaces are clearly delineated.”
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Project: Eagle Academy Public Charter School,
Washington, DC

Architects: Shinberg.Levinas
Lighting Designers: One Lux Design
Structural Engineers: Shemro Engineering
MEP Engineers: Setty & Associates International
Civil Engineers: VIKA
Owner’s Representative: Blake Real Estate
General Contractor: Whiting-Turner Contracting Co.

Photo © 2014 Alan KarchmerEagle Academy.  The wing at right contains the gym (above) and pool (below).
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Photo © 2014 Alan KarchmerGym (above) and pool (below) at Eagle Academy.
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“The orientation of the addition is at an angle to the
older building, anchoring the facility to the 4.5-acre site,”
he added.  “The form created by the combination of the
two structures embraces the site’s open space to the
south, where there are outdoor learning spaces, gardens,
and athletic areas.”

As with the Eagle Academy project, the existing
building was set well back from the street, while the new
wing faces the street (in this case, Kansas Avenue).  “The
neighborhood around the site has row houses that are set
considerably away from the site,” Shinberg said.  “The new
addition faces a wide avenue, which makes that separation
even greater.  Consequently, nothing residential abuts the
school site property.  But while that gave the design some
freedom, it was still important to soften the impact of the
mass of an institutional building within a residential
community.  This was done by not making the façade
visually busy, and by picking a fairly neutral color for the
wing’s metal panels.  The light gray that was chosen fits
that requirement, and is also an excellent backdrop to the
area’s major trees.”

The point of connection between the two wings,
Shinberg said, acts as both hinge and link.  “The challenge
of the project,” he said, “was to stitch together the disparate
programmatic needs and physical components of the
school’s two parts into one cohesive campus.  Taking a
cue from that, we turned to the idea of knitting and
‘stitched’ the new high school building onto the fabric of
the existing building.”  To accomplish that, he explained,
the design team began with a regular rectangular box of
stacked rooms for the new high school.  “We then split that
box at the end, looped one end over the older building,
and tucked the other underneath, creating a single, stitched-
together facility in both program and physical form.”

The new wing’s gymnasium space was recessed
halfway below grade to reduce the height of the new
wing and better align it with the older building.  The end
of the new wing houses a library that opens to the site
with a single, monumental “picture frame” window
wall—a gesture that helps tie the building to the Georgia
Avenue campus, which features several picture-frame
design elements.

“The school’s master plan is simple, with one strong
move that defines the relationship between the existing
structure, the addition, and the site, allowing all three to
work together,” Shinberg said.  “That helped make clearer
the many decisions that followed as the project developed.”
He also highlighted the project’s simple materials—
“primarily glass with metal panels, creating a simple,
straightforward vocabulary that worked architecturally
and economically for the project.”

The addition is designed for LEED Gold certification.
Features to reduce energy use include building orientation,
window placement, effective insulation, and partially
recessing the gymnasium volume into the ground, which
provides natural insulation and reduces the building’s
total skin exposure.  Using a steel frame for the new
wing brought a substantial amount of recycled material
into the project.
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E.L. Haynes Public Charter School.
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“The school’s leadership and staff have been very 
complimentary about the project, particularly the character and
functionality of the spaces and their relationships,” Shinberg said.
“They like the brightness of the school, and the building’s look
and feel.  They can see, in both big and small architectural moves,
that it was designed for them. When we visit, we see students that
are energized and focused.  Certainly, the architecture can’t take
sole credit for that—this is an excellent school that motivates its
students beautifully.  But the architecture reinforces the school’s
values and enlivens the learning environment.”

Diverse Projects—
Common Aspects
Although the three schools surveyed here vary greatly in the
particulars of their designs, they share three important aspects—
a design process that featured a close working relationship with
the client, a focus on controlling project cost and staying within
budget, and the use of modernist design to create a better 
learning environment.

“Every charter school is different in mission, aspiration,
strategy, and history, and a good design is fueled by the under-
standing gained through interaction with each school,” Shinberg
said.  “It’s not ‘our’ building; it’s an architectural outcome of
real collaboration with the client.  And the client isn’t a single
entity.  It’s the school— including leaders, staff, students, and
parents—as well as the community.”

“Charter school projects have smaller budgets typically than
traditional public schools in the District, so we have to be clever to
do more with less,” he added.  “In addition to our team’s own
thoughts about materials and systems, we benefited from early
contractor involvement to help stay within very tight budgets.”
Carlos Rosario, which included particularly expensive kitchen 
construction, was completed for $255 per square foot, while the new
wing at Eagle Academy was completed for $240 per square foot.

Regarding the modernist design aesthetic, “We believe that
bright and open spaces form an encouraging environment for 
students,” Shinberg said. “Many of them have spent time in old
schools that are the opposite, and therefore don’t respect student
needs or aspirations.  We believe that getting this right is essential,
and our design for each school project takes a different approach
to get that result.” 

“Modernism invites larger open glass areas, and we believe
that promotes the right feeling,” he added.  “While there can be
concern that glass also invites vandalism, we haven’t found that to
be the case.  Glass communicates that the community matters, and
that appears to engender respect by the community.”

64 LESSONS IN MODERN

Project: E.L. Haynes Public Charter School, 
Kansas Avenue Campus,
Washington, DC

Architects: Shinberg.Levinas
Lighting Designers: One Lux Design
Structural Engineers: Shemro Engineering
MEP Engineers: Capitol Engineering Group
Civil Engineers: VIKA
General Contractor: Forrester Construction

Photos © 2014 Alan KarchmerE.L. Haynes Public Charter School.

Atrium of E.L. Haynes 
Public Charter School.
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Frank M. Reaves 
sees problems: 
Crime, poverty, debt, pollution, waste,
depletion, inefficiency, deficits, fat
and little muscle.

What he can measure, he can improve;
and what he can predict 
verifies his theory.

10221 Sundance Court
Potomac, MD 20854

freaves@verizon.net
301-365-4659

65 Years at RM Thornton, Inc.
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