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Project Name The Country School Campus Expansion Location Valley Village, CA 

Owner The Country School 

Project usels) Preschool-8th grade campus, community gathering space 

Project Size 21 ,058 sq ft. Total Development Cost $1.7 million 

Annual Operating Budget {if appropriate) 

Date Initiated August, 2005 Percent Completed by December 1, 2008 100% 

Project Completion Date (if appropriate) 

Attach. if you wish. a list of relevant project dates 

Application submitted by: 

Name Sharon Cocita Title Director of Development 

Or anization The Country School 

Address 5243 Laurel Canyon Blvd City/State/Zip Valley Village, CA 91607 

Telephone ( 818 ) 769-2511 Fax ( 818 ) 769-2165 

E-mail skcocita@country-school.org Weekend Contact Number (for notification): 818-635-4162 

Key Participants (Attach an additional sheet if needed) 

Organization Key Participant Telephone/e-mail 

Public A encies 

Architect/Designer Office of Mobile Design Jennifer Siegal 310-439-1129/ jennifer@designmobile.com 

Developer Paul Singer 808-423-1356/ psinger@assets-school.net 

Professional Consultant 

Community Group Valley Village Neighborhood Council, Anthony Braswell anthony.braswell@cshs.org 

Other Landscape Designer Mark Tessier 310-395-3595/ markt@marktessier.com 

Please indicate how you learned of the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence. (Check all that apply). 
_Direct Mailing _Magazine Advertisement Previous RBA entrant _Other (please specify) 

Professional Newsletter Previous Selection Committee member 
Organization _Magazine Calendar Online Notice 

word of mouth, website 

Bruner/Loeb Forum 
The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, and to 
post on the Bruner Foundation web sites, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to 
submit the application and che o grant these rights and permissions. 
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ABSTRACT 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If possible, 
answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a separate page, 
each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to the area provided 
on the original form. 

Project Name The Country School Campus Expansion 

Address 5243 Laurel Canyon Blvd City/State/ZIP Valley Village, CA 91607 

1. Give a brief overview of the project, including major project goals. 

The Country School Campus Expansion is a complement of fiscal, environmental, and social responsibility for our 
community. We provide an individualized education to an economically and ethnically diverse student population to 
prepare socially enlightened graduates for their academic and career challenges ahead. 

The project covers a complete middle school facility and campus expansion including three multi-use classrooms, a 
science lab, media center, art studio, language lab, math lab, outdoor learning spaces, edible landscaping, organic 
garden learning area, stream bed and the California history fruit orchard. We developed 21,058 sq. It of property with 
approx. 5,300 sq. It of indoor building space occupying a vacant and neglicted urban lot. Construction utilized 
ecologically sound, renewable building materials such as recycled sunflower shell cabinets and recycled newspaper 
tackable surfaces with attention to the health of the children. Materials and design have been chosen for their healthy 
components and to maximize natural lighting and ventilation. To minimize costs and decrease construction time, our 
architect specializes in innovative customized, pre-fabricated buildings which are virtually indistinguishable from site 
built structures in appearance and design. 

Our main project goals include: 

Excellence of Design; Flexible functionality; Increasing the population of children served; Environmentally sound 
construction; Cost effective design; Minimal construction impact; Creating a space that inspires learning and 
community; Urban greening 

2. Why does the project merit the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence? (You may wish to consider such factors as: effect on the 
urban environment; innovative or unique approaches to any aspect of project development; new and creative approaches to urban 
issues; design quality.) 

Our project directly addresses several urban issues and incorporates innovative and environmentally sound design. 
There is a great lack of high-quality educational opportunities for the low-income children or children with learning 
differences in our community. Our partnership with the Department of Children and Family Services supports our 
motivation to provide a quality education in a supportive and nurturing environment to deter damaging anti-social 
behavior so prevalent in some underserved populations such as the foster children that we embrace in our learning 
community. Furthermore, innovative building designs must be encouraged in modern construction for organizations 
that serve the community such as our school. We have helped pave the way for greater acceptance and 
understanding in the process for obtaining permitting for innovative, environmentally sound design projects. 

Our educational vision is consistent with the Rudy Bruner vision for inspiring positive growth and development in the 
urban setting. Our school has a mission to serve the disenfranchised members of our community and encourage a 
future of thoughtful, compassionate leaders in our society. Our building design captured our most fundamental values 
of innovation and equality, respect for nature and humanity. We did not travel the traditional design and construction 
route, but instead chose what we felt was right for the community, the children and the environment and stood behind 
that decision during the challenging process of finding acceptance from the current permitting processes. In the end, 
we are proud of our achievement and it serves the community well. 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If possible, 
answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a separate page, 
each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to the area provided 
on the original form. 

1. Describe the underlying values and goals of the project. What, if any, signifcant trade-offs were required to implement the project? 

The Country School is an independent, non-profit school with a social service mission. Around 40% of our students 
receive financial aid and over 40% are underserved minorities. II is written into our school mission that we will 
provide a diverse learning environment, creating a community with great socio-economic, cultural and social diversity. 
For example, we partner with organizations such as the Department of Children and Family Services to bring foster 
children into our school." 

Our overall goal with this project was to expand our campus to provide greater services to the children that we serve 
and offer a gathering place for our broader community. We expanded our facilities and service as well as increasing 
the age range of children that we can welcome into our community. Now, when we make a commitment to a 3-year 
old foster child to give them a sound education and supportive community, we know that we can care for them 
through their most vulnerable years up to 8th grade. 

Our design goal had four underlying considerations: aesthetics, functionality, environmental impact and cost. We 
needed to create a physical space that embodies our educational and community values. Our value of environmental 
responsibility guided us in our selection of Jennifer Siegal of Office of Mobile Design and Mark Tessier, Landscape 
designer. Their design was an aesthetic triumph as well as environmentally sound and it allowed for us to minimize 
any trade-offs that we may have had otherwise. 

We wanted an ecologically responsible design and building that would serve as a lesson of sustainability and 
environmentalism for our students. The design's aesthetic quality would serve to inspire our children and improve the 
quality of their educational experience. And we wanted to incorporate natural, green settings in this urban 
environment to benefit our school and our surrounding community. 

2. How has the project impacted the local community? 

We are located in an aging urban community that benefited from the aesthetically pleasing, unobtrusive design, 
native and edible landscaping and modern construction of our project. We can serve as a positive focal point and a 
source of pride for our neighborhood community. We have hosted events for our local neighborhood council. 

Beyond our immediate impact is a broader impact that our project has had on the future of environmentally 
responsible construction in our area. Our project served as a training ground for our local department of building and 
safety by introducing environmentally sensitive building techniques and construction materials for review. It allowed 
them to explore existing gaps in the process for permitting this innovative building design and construction. We feel 
that we have made a positive long range impact on the future of innovative, environmentally responsible building 
projects. 





PROJECT DESCRIPTION (coNro) 

1. Describe the key elements of the development process, including community participation where appropriate. 

In planning our campus expansion, we gathered input from our teachers, parents, students, local representatives and 
outside educational specialists to help guide our development goals. We identified a need for a middle school that 
could expand our service to underserved communities of Los Angeles. We found that there was a Jack of schools 
such as ours who strive to build a truly pluralistic community. Our trustees sought the design concepts of Jennifer 
Siegal of OMD because her values of responsibility. Her design incorporated a responsibility for the health of the 
students who occupy the building, environmental responsibility in the choice of materials and construction methods 
and a fiscal. responsibility to work within a limited budget. 

We attended the neighborhood planning and land use committee meetings to stay in clear communication with our 
neighboring community during our development process. We also had community feedback during our public hearing 
to secure permitting which confirmed that our own awareness of parking and traffic flow issues was a priority for our 
surrounding neighbors. We started with a vacant lot that had for many years been an area of neglect in our 
community. We have developed this Jot into a thriving, environmentally sound, school campus and community 
gathering place. With our native and edible landscaping and available water source, we also serve as an oasis for 
the native and migratory birds and other small wildlife. 

-1. Describe lhe financing of the project. Please include all funding sources and square foot costs where applicable. 

We have a bond to finance construction costs. We also have received individual gifts and pledges for payment during 
a capital campaign to raise funds from our community and outside donors. We generate tuition income and fees to 
help cover costs. We also have a conditional grant from the Weingart Foundation. 

Our approximate square foot costs are $90/sq.ft. 

5. !s the project uniqu(~ andior does it address significant urban issues? Is the model adaptable to other urban settings? 

This project is a unique balance of inspiring design aesthetics, consideration of environmental impact and cost 
efficiency. From a utilitarian perspective, the ease of installation and minimal construction impact on the organization 
and surrounding neighborhoods was excellent. From an educator's perspective, the essential lessons in 
environmental responsibility, innovative design and construction, and the importance of the natural world within our 
urban setting are all vital components to a modem day education. A larger issue that we address is the need for a 
high quality, well rounded education for our society's underserved populations. This is an issue that exists nationally. 
In the ·Los Angeles area, air quality is a high priority. The dust and debris generated by traditional construction 
methods is a real concern for our organization since we value the health of the children and surrounding neighbors. 
This project was unique among large scale construction projects in that the majority of construction took place off site. 
There was minimum impact in the air quality in our already challenged environment. We view this project as one that 
can easily be replicated by organizations who value the environment and the importance of aesthetic quality but may 
be constrained by a modest budget. An additional positive feature of this building design is the flexibility and even 
mobility of these buildings. If need be, we can reconfigure these buildings as our organizational needs change and 
grow. They have the appearance of custom designed permanency, with the flexibility of easy installation and 
mobility. The buildings and landscaping concepts are adaptable to many functions and can be used in a large range 
of urban settings. 
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Si nature 

With the collaborative design team of Office of Mobile Design as the Architect and Mark Tessier Landscape 
Architecture as the Landscape Architect we worked with the Country School in the development of their new middle 
school project to formulate an innovative vision for their new campus. Our design concepts centered around 
developing the architecture and the landscape as one, finding a codependence so that neither could exist on this site 
without the other. We wanted the more formal interior classrooms to seamlessly transition into the more informal 
exterior learning spaces created in the landscape. In order to accomplish this responsibly, we constantly looked to 
nature for sustainable solutions while remaining in the school's modest budget and always prioritizing the welfare and 
safety of the children. 

When designing the interior classrooms we decided early on to use prefabricated structures for both their fiscal and 
environmental effects. Most notably, a building that is fabricated offsite in a controlled environment is more 
cost-affordable than a site built structure and can be constructed in less than half the time. And by incorporating 
modern design sensibilities, these buildings are virtually indistinguishable from site built structures. In addition, we 
employ sustainable-systems considerations, such as natural light and ventilation, the use of eco-friendly materials eg. 
Homasote (made from recycled newspaper) wall cladding, Biocomposite panel cabinetry (made from sunflower seed 
husks) and attention to construction quality, making these buildings healthy environments from which to begin the 
learninq process. 

2. Describe I he most important social and programmatic functions of the design. 

Office of Mobile Design believes that around every corner exists an opportunity for learning. This project will allow the 
students to continue their studies through the 8th grade, enabling them to further their intellectual development and 
prepare for high school. With this goal in mind we have formulated an innovative vision for their new campus. Our 
prefab portables are tools for learning about sustainability, design, and the importance of our impact on the landscape. 
We feel that a beautiful and flexible campus encourages children to form a special relationship to and appreciation for 
their place of learning. We believe in an integral experience between the learning that happens inside the classroom 
and the one that happens outside. · 

As the children move from one classroom to another and from inside to outside, so continues the learning process. 
While creating a campus experience that not only enriches the students' education we also tried to promote positive 
interaction between students, teachers and nature. With all of the necessary hardscape paving and site elements we 
designed them to serve multiple purposes, for example, envisioning that the amphitheater would be used not just for 
performances, but also as an informal hangout area. The native plant families were selected to encourage learning 
through their seasonal changes. And, the introduction of an edible garden allows the children an opportunity to 
experience the agricultural life cycle. Our goal is for each individual child to feel a sense of importance and belonging 
on their new campus by providing wonderful outdoor spaces for socializing, gardening, playing, and discovering, as 
well as inspiring interior classroom environments. 





ARCHITECT OR DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE (coNro) 

·;.Describe the major challenges of de5igning this project and any design trade-offs or compromises required to complete the projt-ct. 

The Country School is an active campus that gets used year round -including a summer camp. The major challenge 
was to create a new Middle School campus that would seamlessly integrate itself with the existing campus and not 
allow the construction process to overwhelm the children, teachers, parents, and staff. II was for this reason that the 
choice of prefabricated modules was introduced was a solution to minimizing the impact, noise and excess trash that 
comes with tradition construction. 

4. Describe the ways in \Vhich the design relates to its urban context. 

The Country School is an example of a small urban community. The design melds the classrooms and interior spaces 
with the exterior park and play pedestrian areas. Our vision was to keep cars on the outside and promote walking from 
building to building. II represents an ideal for utopian urban dwelling. 

The heavy traffic of Laurel Canyon Boulevard (a major transportation corridor) is held at bay visually by the use 
weaving together planting and fencing. The children are safe and well protected from an otherwise hostile and 
unhealthy neighbor. The sounds of the boulevard are mitigated by the landscape's main water feature and frog pond at 
the heart of the campus. Stepping away from the city of LA into a harmonious place that each child feels they belong to 
has been the main goal of this project. 
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1. Describe lhe design Concept of-,t~i~ ProJt¥ctt Jndudi~g: u~hi)·n des!gn consideratlons,·choice Of materJais, scale, etc. 
·_-,.··~ 

Our primary goal of this project was to create a landscape that was integrated into the curriculum of the school and 
provided a seamless connection from the indoor classrooms to the outdoor environment. The focus of the central 
space, framed by the classrooms and adjacent to the science lab is a butterfly garden and outdoor laboratory. The 
garden is planted with native and drought tolerant plant species that attract a variety of butterfly species. A natural 
stone stream fiows though the garden terminating in a frog-pond creating a riparian environment. Groves of citrus 
trees are used to create outdoor classrooms that promote learning and represent food production in a more organic 
setting. Raised vegetable and herb gardens are designed to develop spaces of interaction and task performing that 
reinforce the lessons of nurturing and growth. The variation of paving patterns and simple materials of decomposed 
granite, concrete and asphalt define spaces for informal play. The ground plane is further enhanced with a series of 
bridges that symbolize passage through the landscape while leaving nature undisturbed. Also, there is the creation of 
an informal amphitheater, which is comprised of a series of eroded blocks mimicking the distant mountains. It is 
through these and other proposed site elements and improvements that establish a campus that raises the bar of 
integration between education and nature. 

2. Describe the most Important social and pro8rammatic functions of the design. 

The landscape was envisioned as a landscape for learning as opposed to a conventional landscape as decoration. 
The components of the garden were, whenever possible, designed to provide an interactive framework for informal 
play and learning. Located inside the central 'quad', the amphitheatre is designed for larger gatherings, performances 
& school wide functions. The informal placement of stepped blocks and levels also provides more intimately scaled 
spaces for reading, hanging out with friends or lunch. 

The Butterfly Garden, providing a lush respite from the urban context and creating a focal point for the central campus, 
doubles as a space where the students can run science experiments, plant and maintain the garden and observe a 
small slice of nature grow and mature. 

The vegetable beds are located at the entry to the school to celebrate the seasonal accomplishments and success of 
growing vegetables, herbs and fiowers. 

The paving is a composite of three materials, each defining circulation patterns, use areas or passageways through 
the landscape. The spaces and patterns that are created allow for another level of detail for informal way finding and 
creative play. • 
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ARCHITECT OR DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE (coNro) 

:-;.Describe the maior challenges of designi1?g this project and any clesign tmde-offs or compromises required to complete the project. 

The challenges of the Country School project was the balance of the programmatic needs of emergency egress, fire 
lanes requirements, large numbers of students and the desire to create a park like environment that was an amenity for 
fostering growth and learning. We accomplished this with using permeable decomposed paving in low traffic areas, 
creating patterns in the paving, changing materials to create interest and assist with defining spaces and planting 
canopies of trees to provide shade in these paved areas. 

' 

4. 0E:'scribe the wuys in which the design relates to its urban context. 

The Country School Campus was envisioned as a park like environment with a focus on enriching the learning 
environment. A quilt patterned pedestrian gate provides a visual entry point for the community while allowing for a 
connection to the neighborhood for walking field trips. The campus edges, as they directly abut the urban environment 
beyond, were planted with flowering vines to evoke a park like setting for both the school and its neighbors. 
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1. What role did you or your con1pany ploy In tkG"d"cvclopmcnt of this project! Describe the sr.opc of Involvement. 

I was the Head of School for The Country School from 1978. As the Head of School, I acted as the liaison between 
the school families, staff, Board of Trustees, neighborhood representatives, city officials, architect, landscape 
designers, contractor and sub-contractors. 

I was involved in gathering the opinions and goals of all interested parties. I weighed each individual objective and 
synthesized an organizational objective in keeping with our school's values. Along with the Board, the architect, 
designers and contractors, I planned the budget and oversaw expenses. 

I brought the project along to its physical completion before transitioning leadership to The Country School's current 
Head of School, Joe Perez. 

2. What trade-offs or compromises were required d~ring the development of the project? 

One of our top priorities in designing a new campus expansion was environmental responsibility. Our initial concepts 
for the campus included solar panels, cisterns for rain water capture and even a possible wind turbine as additional 
features to enhance sustainabillty. We had to make some design compromises due to budget restraints. We hope to 
continue to add certain alternative energy features in the future. 





DEVELOPER PERSPECTIVE (coNro) 

3. How was the project financed? \IVhat, if any, innovative means of fint:!ncing were used? 

We secured a bond for construction financing as well as individual gifts and foundation support. 

4. VVhat do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of the project? 

The most successful aspect of this project was the active involvement of our community in the design, development 
and construction process. As an educator, I was particularly pleased with the involvement of our students. We 
included the students' objectives in the initial design selection, gathered feedback from the design choices, 
incorporated lessons in sustain ability and the environment in their classroom curriculum, conducted tours during 
certain (safe!) phases of the construction process, and celebrated the campus opening with a ceremony to release fish 
into our new stream bed. I am pleased with the level of ownership for the students and the enhanced sense of 
community. I am also pleased that the design itself continues to be an educational lesson on sustainability, the 
environment, our native habitat and the incorporation of nature in the curriculum. 

In the end, we were able to overcome all major hurdles so I wouldn't necessarily define this as the least successful 
aspect of the project but rather the most challenging aspect was the amount of bureaucracy we needed to get through 
in order to effectively permit our environmentally sensitive design choices. It took more time than we had anticipated. 
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COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of tile application forms if needed. If pos:sible, 
answers to all question• •hovld be \yped or wrltt~n directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answors are typed on a separote 
pilge, each answer must br: prer:eded by tha question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to ti-le area pro
vided on the original form. 

Thill she~:~ is to be f!ll~d out by someone who was involved, or represents an organi2'ation thai was involved, ir'l helping the proJect respot'ld 
to neighborhood i.~sues. 

Name Anthony J. Braswell litle President 

organization Neighborhood Council Valley Village Telephol1e 1 310 ) 759·6204 

Addreu PO Box4703 OW!Stato.IZIP ValleyV;IIege, CA 91617 

Fax 1 :310 ) 423.9753 E·mail tonybraswell@gmail.com 
The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundg,~ion permlsslol'lto u,e, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by o!herl, for 
any purpose whatsoever, tl'le ml!terials ~ubmittad. The applicant warrants that the applical')t has full power and authority to submit the 
application and all a 1 ed ateri&ls Dnd to grant these rights ~nd permi.!isions. 

1. Hl">w did you, or the Of'ganizatlon you rEpresent, become involved in this projectl What role did you play~ 

The City of Los Angeles has empowered city neighborhoods through Neighborhood Councils. Each Council is made 
up of elected officials who represent the community to the City, and city government to our stakeholders. We ere 
proud that The Country Sc11ool and its faculty, parents and students are part of our Neighborhood Council Valley 
Village (NCW) community. Any construction/renovation projea In our community must be approved by the Planning 
and Land Use Committee of our Soard before the city will approve. We were quite thrilled that The leadership of The 
Counlry Sc:hool and the design firm worked with our NCVV PLU and our Board to in1agrate our residenUal and 
commercial neighbors Into the process. Our de• ire to be a green community and maintain the prevailing character of 
the immediate ersa around the school were always ot top priority to The Country Sc:hool. There was great 
involvement from start to finish of our representatives and the interests of our Soard on behalf of The Country Sc:hool, 
and without hesitation we can say that we are very proud of the new facility. a 

2. From the eommunity's point of view, what were the major i5:JUes 'onceming this projectl 

We are a very urban commun~y. with a dis~nct suburban feel. We are proud of our Specific Plan which limits height, 
density and dictates respect for Issues such as water use, landscaping, traffic flow and parking. Specific concerns on 
behelf of this project included added density the buildings would bring, perKing bunden. entrance/exit and traffic impact 
of relocated perking, physical footprint of the added building space and the impact on the wate' runoff, irrigation and 
landscaping. Other issues that were ra'1sed in the process and well respected in the process were the materials used 
for the project (we shared a joint concern that the materials be as environmentally friendly as possible). that the 
construction be done at appropriate times of day for neighbors, that traffic related to the project not Impede 
neighborhood acc&ss, that waste fnom the project be appropriately disposed or. and that secondary impact issues be 
carefully respected- e.g. edded ~vening light from the new CQnstrucHon, positioning of new building and public areas 
relative to neighbor homes/buildings, change in sun exp0$ure for neighbors from new buildings. Finally, The Country 
SohOQI sought out anc! respected our opinions on finishes, textures and colors, architectural enhancements. etc. It 
was an outstanding partnership fr'om start to finish. 

3. What trode·offs and compromises were reql<irod during ihe development of the project! How did your orgQnization participote in 
making them? 

There had to be trade-off related to parkir1g. Our NCI/V Board and the city had to approve the redesignation of School 
parking, and trust that the increase in density would not Impact street parking, School parking, and traffic related to 
student pick-up/drop-off. Issues like color and texture a!'$ hard enough to achieve consensus on without a review 
Soard, and there was healthy debate. But in the end the efforts ofThe COuntry School leadership and their dssign 
firm helped us come to common ground on colors and fln!shes that made the neighbors happy and ac:hleved a very 
stunning project. We also were Involved from star! to finish In landscape decisions, and The Counlry School was ver; 
open to our requests for self-sustaining environmentaUy frtendly drought tolerant materials that ensure a "greenscape' 
year round. Another Jnttresting requeal we made was to maintain awareness of the project's impact on water run·off. 
The San Fernando Vii ley sits atop a very large water table that Is under attack from construction that has buiiVpaved 
oV&r 90% of the ground that Is the c;onduit into the aquifer. While we are a small part of the greater community, we 
have always tried to push projects to direct runoff into the ground, to cover as little ground as possible, and when 
paving use permeable materials that resp~ct the environment This project appropriately respected all our concerns. 
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COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE 1coNr'o> 

-1. H~s this pmjPct mJde the crll'nmunity ~l b~tter plact~ to li\--c ot workllf ~o, hnw? 

The Country School is a very respected and valuable part of our community. The efforts to responsibly build onto their 
school and hold regard for our neighbors cannot be over appreciated. They are one of the first USGBC Leed Certified 
projects to be built ir1 our community. Their respect for our processes gave us a template to hold up to other 
developers of how the owner, designer and Neighborhood Council could work together and achieve consensus. The 
school is bound by finite land limits, if they could not complete this project, they would possibly have to relocate the 
school. Our community is definitely beHer having The Country School among our stakeholders, and the opportunity to 
present the project as an environmentally friendly and sensilive effort has given us great support to hold future projects 
to a higher standard on these Issues. The Country School demonstrated that a project can be done appropriately, 
within budget end remain aesthetically pleasing while respecting !he wishes of the neighborhood. We were 
complimented by Los Angeles City government for our work with the school to make this happen. And we remain very 
proud that The Country School is part of Valley Village. 

5. Wmdd you chMgt:' nnythm~ ~boul thi~ projer.:t or the d!}velr>prnent procco;s you went tluough~ 

No. I believe we asked The Country School to be part of at least four, two hour meetings. and they gladly suppor1ed 
our requests, our Inquisitions and recommendations. It was probably cumbersome on their side, but their patience 
with our process is very much appreciated. We would not change anything. 













Allison Arieff 

May 12, 2008. 9:33 pm 

The Class Isn't Always Greener (But It 
Could Be) 
School design, particularly public school design, is often lumped in 
with the design of other institutional structures like jails, civic 
centers and hospitals, to detrimental effect. My high school, for 
example, had the dubious distinction of having been designed by 
the architect responsible for San Quentin. (The convicts got the 
better building.) Schools fulfill a practical function, to be sure, but 
shouldn't they be designed to inspire? 

Many preschools already are: outdoor activities are emphasized
swinging, walking, digging. But as kids get older, in this generation 
more than any that has preceded it, the time they spend in nature 
decreases significantly. 

Throughout the United States, students are installed in 
institutional, even citadel-like environments early on: they arrive at 
school in cars or buses (where once they might have walked) and 
step directly into buildings, where they spend 8 hours in 
classrooms, interacting with the outdoors only in prescribed spaces 
and only for allotted amounts of time. (This is not just an urban 
problem; watch "Radiant City: A Documentary About Suburban 
Sprawl" for a devastating assessment of what contemporary 
suburban and exurban subdivisions are doing to Americans 
relationships with nature- and one another.) The "teach to the 
test" curriculum stipulated by No Child Left Behind further 
restricts the sort of creativity and exploration integral to a good 
education. 



Jennifer and Terry, students in a scene from the film "Radiant City." (Film still: Donna 
Brunsdale) 

What amounts really to a sort of cubicle culture for kids is 
contributing to what author Richard Louv terms "nature deficit 
disorder" in his book "Last Child in the Woods." In it, Louv 
describes the human costs of alienation from nature, among them 
"diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties, and higher 
rates of physical and emotional illnesses ... nature deficit disorder 
can even change human behavior in cities, which could ultimately 
effect their design, since longstanding studies show a relationship 
between the absence, or inaccessibility, of parks and open space 
with high crin1e rates, depression, and other urban maladies." A 
great quote from one of Louv's thousands of interviews with 
children: "I like to play indoors better 'cause that's where all the 
electrical outlets are." 

Around the same time I finished reading Louv's compelling book, I 
discovered an amazing, almost fantastical, alternative to such 
schools: Germany's Waldkindergarten, or "forest kindergarten." 
Here's a great description from a parent, who posted to a parenting 
site looking for an American equivalent: 

"[Kids] meet and then walk into the forest and spend the morning 
outside - breakfasting, playing, doing arts and crafts, running, 
jumping, rolling, inspecting plants and animals, learning about 



seasons and food, and just about anything kids usually do inside -
just outside in the forest. Around noon they head inside for lunch 
and a nap. In the afternoon they either stay inside and play (with 
trains, blocks, puzzles, paints, etc.) or they go outside and play on 
their playground (mainly a big sandbox). The kindergarten is open 
until s p.m. Have you ever heard of anything like this in the states? 
Where can I find kindergartens like this?" 

Children play a t a German "Waldkindergarten," or forest kindergarten. (Photo: Gregor 
Sticker) 

That parent probably won't find the American equivalent of a 
Waldkindergarten, and I'm not suggesting we swap classrooms for 
the woods. But what if we looked beyond the notion of chools a 
institutions Oike jails, banks, courthou es) and thought about them 
more as laboratories for creativity, exploration and innovation? 

This doe n't require new construction. According to the United 
States Green Building Council (USGBC), one school a day is 
registering for a Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) certification program for green chools - this includes 
both new buildings and renovations. 

And before you say that design costs money, that Hgoing green' i 
too expensive, consider this nice little statistic: 



One-third of facility costs for the nation's public and private 
schools are in heating/ cooling, providing water, electricity and 
other energy /utility functions. "LEED buildings have a 
demonstrated track record for lowering energy use by up to 40 
percent and reducing water use by up to so percent over 
conventional buildings," says Michelle Moore, senior vice president 
of the USGBC. Imagine the impact of that kind of use-reduction on 
a school's bottom line. (For more on green schools, go here.) 

classroom in the Country School. (Photo: Dave 
Lauridsen) 
The Country School in Los Angeles, California, is just one example 
of many great green school projects. A collaboration between 
parents, teachers, students, the Office of Mobile Design and Mark 
Tessier Landscape Architecture, the school features outdoor garden 
and learning spaces including a strean1, a pond, edible garden 
planter boxes, a butterfly zone, amphitheater and sitting areas 
throughout. The prefab building (factory fabricated for greater 
building efficiency and less waste), which includes sustainable 
materials like cork and rubber flooring, and composite cabinets 
made from sunflower seeds, blends sean1lessly with the outdoor 
learning areas. 

The design team, as OMD principal J ennifer Siegal explains, 
focused on "developing the architecture and the landscape as one, 
finding a codependence so that neither could exist on this site 
without the other. We constantly looked to nature for sustainable 
solutions while remaining in the school's modest budget and 
always prioritizing the welfare and safety of the children." 



tudents at the Country School. (Photo: Dave Lauridsen) 

"As the children move from one classroom to another and from 
inside to outside, so continues the learning process. While creating 
a campus experience that not only enriches the students' education, 
we also tried to promote positive interaction between students, 
teachers and nature. The native plant families were selected to 
encourage learning through their seasonal changes. And, the 
introduction of an edible garden allows the children an opportunity 
to experience the agricultural life cycle." 

The Country School has programming to match: through its 
S.E.A.C.S. (Students for an Environmentally Aware Country 
School) project, middle school students design their own wa te 
reduction projects, plant native gardens and, most importantly, 
gain a sense of stewardship not just of their school but of their 
world. (If you're interested in starting a garden at your child' 
school here's a good place to begin.) 

• Comments (86) 




