
A Journal for  
Built Environment Strategies

Catapult 
Schools

Designing 
Schools for

Student  
Success

K-12 Issue 1: 2013
www.CatapultSchools.ca

http://www.CatapultSchools.ca


1 / 

Publisher
Hollis Hopkins
hollis@catapultinc.ca

Advisor
Sheila Penny

Editor
Amy Hick

Contributors
Graeme Bayliss
Christopher Hume

Art Direction  
& Design 
Underline Studio

Architects
Tania Bortolotto,
 Bortolotto
Avinash Garde,
 Snyder Architects Inc.
Brock James,
 LGA Architectural Partners
Greg Latimer,
 LGA Architectural Partners
Doug Snyder, 
 Snyder Architects Inc.
Paul Stevens,
 ZAS Architects
Terry White,
 +VG Architects
Tom Wilson, 
 +VG Architects

CatapultSchools.ca
We’re launching CatapultSchools.ca, a thought leader-

ship website, to explore how school design contributes 

to student success. We offer a platform to integrate  
educator priorities and perspectives with architects’ 

ideas on how to shape school environments to serve 
these goals.

Contact
Catapult Inc. 
200-231 Wallace Avenue
Toronto, M6H1V5
416-588-3676

Principal
Doug Stewart 

www.catapultinc.ca

About Catapult
We see buildings as strategic tools. We bring senior  

management together with architects to discuss how 
buildings can be shaped to enhance organizational  

objectives. our work is a blend of publishing, needs  
assessments, and consultations.

Designing Schools for Student Success / K-12 

It’s time to have a fresh conversation about 
school design. What type of schools should we  
be building? What environments help students 
and teachers succeed? How should we shape 
schools to better serve communities and to  
engage parents? We hope this Journal is a good 
way to start the discussion.
 We believe educators must have a voice in 
this conversation. You know that student success 
is more than test scores; it’s about healthy, happy, 
motivated learners. The evidence is clear that 
school buildings can help or hinder that progress 
and we need your leadership and input to make 
sure we’re moving in the right direction. 
 A school’s environment, optimized for  
student and teacher success, will be an ongoing 
asset to any Board as they work to help students 
achieve. This is an opportunity to rethink what we 
are building: Is a school simply low-cost shelter? 
Or can it be a dynamic tool for educators? 
Help us rethink Ontario’s school design.

Sincerely, 

HOLLIS HOPKINS, PUBLISHER
CATAPULTSCHOOLS.CA
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We shape our 
buildings,
and afterwards

our buildings 
shape us.
—Winston Churchill

Part 1 

/Why School Buildings Matter 
/An Educator’s Roundtable
/Architect’s Toolbox
/Conclusion: Built  

Environment Strategy
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Why school
buildings

Matter

Christopher Hume

The classroom isn’t just  
a space in which we learn,  
it is a space from which  
we learn.

AS OBVIOUS AS THAT TRUTH MAY SOUND, it has been long  

in the learning. Indeed, education boards in Canada are 
more likely to focus on what things cost than what 
they're worth. Though that's not hard to understand in 
an age of official austerity, the fact is that if we value  
our kids, we must also value the schools they attend. If 
we are content to let them do with buildings where air 
quality is poor, lighting dim, and rooms feel isolated and 
oppressive, we are telling them they don't matter. By 
contrast, schools in healthy buildings are those in which 
students, teachers, and staff do better. It's that simple. 

A perfect example is the Bridgepoint Health Care 
Centre, which opened in July 2013, in Toronto. The 
building is designed to give every patient not just a room 
but a room with a view. Fresh air is pumped throughout 
continually and connections with the neighbourhood 
are emphasized. Though the project cost a small premi-
um, health experts say it will reduce recovery times by 
between one-third and one-half. In other words, build-

ings have a huge effect on those who spend time within 
their walls.

In ontario, the progression of educational architec-

ture is easily charted. To look at schools from the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is to see build-

ings that imparted a strong sense that what took place 
inside was held in the utmost seriousness. Architecture 
also situated these schools in a cultural continuum that 
dates back to ancient Greece and Rome. But clearly, school 
architecture of these by-gone decades served institutional, 
not individual, needs. Students entered the school on its 

terms, not theirs. Just as there were dress codes, there were 
architectural codes. Like other important civic buildings 
we knew schools were important because they looked it.  
A certain gravitas was inherent in the very arrangement of 
columns, stairwells, doors, and windows.

Today, of course, good architecture serves the indi-
vidual not the institution. In the case of schools, that 
means students are the new object of the designer's  
attention. The personal discomfiture tolerated in earlier 

Christopher Hume
Christopher Hume is an architecture critic and covers  
urban affairs for the Toronto Star. He moves beyond the  
condo to look at other forms of residential design in Toronto. 
www.thestar.com/authors.hume_christopher.html

“ Students are the new object of the designer’s  
attention. In the twenty-first-century school, 
students and teachers are the starting point  
for all design decisions.” 

— Christopher Hume, Author, Toronto Star 

times has gone the way of rote memorization. In the 
twenty-first-century school, students and teachers are 
the starting point for all design decisions. As attitudes 
to education have shifted in favour of self-directed 
learning, the traditional hierarchical structure of a 
classroom with desks facing the teacher has given way 
to a more informal arrangement. Interaction among 
students, once forbidden at the threat of the strap, isn't 
just allowed, it is encouraged. 

Consequently, the model contemporary school is a 
place of open spaces that are comfortable, connected, 
filled with light, and deliberately part of the larger world 
beyond. Students, experts tell us, learn not by sitting at 
desks for hours on end but by exchanging ideas, con-

sulting, talking, and moving around. 
one of the first examples of this new approach, 

Glen Park Public School in Toronto, was organized 

around a courtyard garden and a library, which are the 
physical, social, and emotional heart of the building.  
Accessible through multiple entrances, the library can 
be expanded when necessary to function both as an inti-
mate space of story-telling and gathering place for the 
whole school community. Designed in the late 1990s by 
two firms, Taylor Hariri Pontarini and Rieder, Hymmen  
& Lobban, the school was conceived with maximum in-

put from students, teachers, parents, and neighbours.  
The underlying idea of the project was to create a build-

ing that both expressed and exemplified the notion of 
community. It is the opposite of the traditional school, 
which was a fortress-like centre of learning, the ivory 
tower, a place where the rest of us weren't welcome.

At Kuwabara Payne McKenna Blumberg's McKee 
Public School (1998) in Willowdale, the library also sits 
at the centre of things. Talking about McKee, the archi-
tects refer to the concept of a community of classrooms 
positioned around a central court using simple circula-

tion systems, transparency and natural light.
Located in the middle of a low-rise suburban enclave, 

the two-storey building structure is straight-forward and 

easy to navigate. Its glazed exteriors add a sense of 
openness and transparency that enhances the feeling  
of the school as an extension of the neighbourhood.

Thomas Wells Public School in Scarborough, the 
first LEED (Silver) public school in Canada, was com-

missioned by the Toronto District School Board as a 
sort of living demonstration project. The intention was 
to promote the idea that the needs of environmental 
design and education overlap effortlessly. 

Once again, the building is arranged around a  

double-height library surrounded by south-facing  
classrooms, corridors, and courtyards organized in  
clusters. Inside, glass walls and interior windows mean 
the building is flooded with natural light. Designed by  
Baird Sampson Neuert Architects, Thomas Wells 
opened in 2005 and has since been recognized as one  
of the most important examples of twenty-first-century 
school architecture in Toronto.

Eglinton Spectrum Public School, completed in 
1999, also offers a worthy re-examination of the elemen-

tary school. Designed by Teeple Architects in joint 
venture with Shore Tilbe Irwin, the L-shaped building 
sits on a busy corner in North Toronto. As a result, it 
looks inward, away from the street. Though that has 
been criticized, in this case, it was a valid response:  

pupils would otherwise be forced into a playground bor-
dered by two heavily trafficked streets. Inside, however, 
Eglinton is as integrated as a building can be. With its 
interior windows_some of them portholes_pupils 
and teachers are always in contact.

Even beyond the realm of the public school, the 
trend toward openness and architectural transparency 
has changed everything from condos and community 
colleges to hospitals and office buildings. It's not just 
that we love glass, but that we long to be part of some-

thing larger than ourselves_the world. The appeal of 
bringing the outside in, of blurring the line between the 
natural and the man-made, runs deep. You don't have to 
go to school to learn that. 



Student Success: 
An Educator’s
Roundtable

School environments can be shaped so they  
contribute to student and teacher success.  
To design such a school, architects look to 
educators to identify what environment is  
most useful. 
 For this first issue, Hollis Hopkins, the  
publisher of Catapult Schools, explores how 
schools can be designed to realize student  
success. She conducted a series of in-depth  
interviews with some of Ontario’s leading  
K-12 educators. The focus of the interviews 
(pages 8-13) is to understand how students  
and teachers need to think, feel, and act in  
order to perform at their highest level. In part 
two of this journal, we have asked top K-12 
architects to share their perspectives on  
how schools can be designed to create these 
performance environments.

Hollis Hopkins 
Hollis Hopkins is the publisher of the Journal and CatapultSchools.ca website. She is a 
founding partner at Catapult Inc. and conducts interviews and workshops with senior 
management as part of the Needs Assessment Tool, synthesizing research that informs 
the Built Environment Strategy. hollis@catapultinc.ca

Roundtable

Gerri Gershon
Warren Hoshizaki 
Marguerite Jackson
Shelley Laskin
Sue Pfeffer
David Thomas

Gerri Gershon,
Trustee,  
Toronto District 
School Board

Warren Hoshizaki, 
Director of  
Education and 
Senior  
Management 
Team,
District School 
Board of Niagara

Marguerite 
Jackson,
former CEO,  
Education 
Quality and  
Accountability  
Office

Shelley Laskin, 
Trustee,
Toronto District 
School Board

Sue Pfeffer,
Superintendent, 
Toronto District 
School Board

David Thomas,
Director  
of Education,  
Upper Canada 
District School 
Board

7 / Designing Schools for Student Success / K-12 6 / Designing Schools for Student Success / K-12 



8 / Designing Schools for Student Success / K-12 9 / Designing Schools for Student Success / K-12 

“ This is about the whole child and spending  
more time on the physical, emotional, spiritual,  
and intellectual wellness of students. How do  
they relate to others and others relate to them? 
How are they doing as a person?”

—   David Thomas, Director of Education, Upper Canada District School Board

H

H
ollis 

o
H

w do y
opkins:

ou define the  
notions of student success 
and achievement and what 
is the distinction, if any,  
between them?
 

Warren Hoshizaki/Senior Management Team: Every stu-

dent has to have a measured starting point. If they are 
moving along the continuum, that is student success. 

Student achievement is the bar we set for everyone and 
we should always have a higher bar so students can keep 
reaching. Things evolve and change because students 

drive teaching. 

Marguerite Jackson: Success and achievement can't  
really be separated that much because a child's sense  
of well-being in every dimension contributes a great 
deal to the likelihood that he or she will master these 
achievements. There are three factors: one, the teacher 
cares for and about me; two, the teacher helps and  
challenges me to learn things I never thought I could; 
three, the teacher has fun working with me. 
Gerri Gershon: Student success is about helping students 

do their personal best, in school and in life. Schools  
are more than teaching kids math and history, it's also  
how to be successful human beings so they will want  
to continue learning the rest of their lives. 

HH

Focusing on ac
:

ademic  
success, list the kinds of 
thinking or cognitive skills 
you are trying to develop in 
both students and teachers. 
MJ: one thing that contributes substantially to cognitive 
development is development of language and use of 
words. When children are in a language-rich environ-

ment the likelihood they are ready for school and can 
explore and thrive in other areas is much, much higher. 
GG: Linked to that is communication and speaking 
publicly. This has always been important but is even 
more so now. Children also need to be open to different 
ways of thinking and looking at things. This is absolute-

ly vital. We don't test for creativity or analytical thinking 
or common sense. We don't test for compassion and 
empathy but students with those skills may end up  
being the most successful.
Sue Pfeffer: If a student is learning to set goals for them-

selves and was completely unfocussed before, then they 
have now acquired a life skill they can apply in any  
setting. A lot more attention is now being paid to how  
a student moves from here to there. 
MJ: Many children come to school with advantages and 
it is our responsibility to demonstrate we have maxi-
mized on those advantages. If children come to school 
where they haven't had those supports and advantages 
then the orientation of the school has to be towards 
helping those kids get it. It isn't because they don't 
have the ability_they simply haven't been in the right 
circumstance and environment.
Shelley Laskin: Student achievement is defined by the 
skills students are going to need_and it's not just by 

“ Schools have to provide the skills  
students need to be successful  
and the spaces needed to support  
those skills.”

—  Shelle y Laskin, Trustee, Toronto District School Board

being the smartest kid in the class or getting good 
marks. Schools have to provide the skills they need to 
be successful and the spaces needed to support those 
skills. It is not always going to be in a book or through  
a lesson in a classroom. Kids are so smart and capable. 
Schools need to ignite all these ways of thinking, espe-

cially creativity, the root of academic success.
WH/SMT: There has been a shift too on how students 
demonstrate their learning. It used to be that everyone 
did the same project. Now the measure is what your 
skill set is and how is the best way for you to show me 
your learning and your thinking. We are developing crit-
ical thinkers and that's what matters. Some will use 
technology to show their thinking and others will use 
the opportunity to show us through a creative arts as-
pect. A good teacher will give them all of those ways of 
demonstrating it.

HH

T
:

echnology has had a  
profound impact on the  
education system. What has 
changed about how we need 
to think to be successful in 
the twenty-first century?
SP: We have to use technology to support the way kids 
learn today and not the way we learned in the past. For 
instance, they memorize very little. They no longer have 
to when they can find it out in seconds. However, learn-

ing to discriminate and how to decide whether content 
is factual or not is the real learning. We want that kind 
of critical and media literacy. What can they find out to 
balance perspectives so they can make better decisions? 

SL: Many kids would choose a phone over just about  
any other necessity. It's not about status; it's about  
connectivity and it's social. They need to make these 
connections so we have to be more flexible and trans-
formative in our thinking about schools. The challenge 
is, we don't truly know what we are building for.
WH/SMT: Continuous learning for everyone in the  
organization is really important and technology is at the 
heart of this. We are in a dynamic, changing environment 
and we must change along with it and be progressive,  
innovative, and on the front edge of things. Technology 
is no longer an add-on or a spot on your timetable but 
rather a tool you use in everything you learn and teach. 
Staff has to have an understanding and the capacity to 
use it so they can engage quickly. When kids ask ques-
tions, they can say "let's look that up" instead of "let's 
move to the lab and boot up that machine; it'll be about 
15 minutes class, but we'll get to it."
David Thomas: Teachers must convert their imperative to 
that of a co-instructor of new knowledge. We are moving 
to a coaching model where a teacher spends more time 
dealing with the ethical, moral, and character issues of 
learning than the information itself. Teachers will play 
an important role in setting up a more purposeful and 
meaningful learning community wherein the learner 
has the ability to negotiate who they are going to learn 
from and whether you are meaningful and relevant. 
When teachers lose their relevance, this generation will 

get their information through Google. 
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“ Absenteeism is a significant cost to our  
success and is a direct result of stress-related 
conditions for both children and staff.  
Our people resources are our biggest asset  
and we need to nurture this” 

—  Sue  Pfeffer, Superintendent, Toronto District School Board

HH

H
:

ow do you activate and 
nurture a desire to learn? 

MJ: Children need to be actively engaged in doing 
things when they are learning and they will learn as a 
result. The classroom needs to be set up in such a way 
that the child is increasingly doing work on their own-
and this is not by sitting_but by probing, enquiring, 
finding out. We must make sure the program and envi-
ronment is engaging, fun, and demonstrative so children 
are actively engaged and are making the journey of 
learning we want them to. 
DT: But where and how they learn are linked. They 
should be able to match and manipulate their physical 
environment to how they take in information. I am a 
pacer, but in a typical grade three or six classroom that 
behaviour is not encouraged. My CFo would prefer to 
close his office door, put the head phones on, and focus 
on his work. My Associate Director would gather a team 
of four or five other people to problem solve. Kids 
would enjoy and thrive if they had those different types 
of learning but I'm not sure the typical classroom gives 
that opportunity.
SP: Students and teachers need to feel empowered and 
that they have some control over their day and how they 
are going to learn and teach. There has to be choice. 

How is it relevant, what is the life application, is there an 
"aha" for student and teacher? If teachers and students 
are empowered to have that broad conversation you will 
have things come out you never dreamed of. Teachers 
have to have confidence that they can let go and that 
their students know or noticed more than they did.

HH

What about emo
:

tional 
well-being? How do you 
want students and teachers 
to feel at school? 
SL: We want them to feel success, even more than getting 
90%, to come to school and go home feeling happy. 
DT: We all want kids to read and write, but let’s also 

identify new measures that identify that they are doing 
better. We have the highest rate of childhood anxiety.  
We are medicating kids in grade two for anxiety disor-
ders that we never had before. Let's become a bit more  
sophisticated in terms of accountability and what we  
are choosing to measure to see if a child is thriving. 
Physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual safety-
the essence of their soul. If we can provide this they will 
thrive and be the ones who cure cancer and solve hunger. 

Why? Because we told them they can! But they should 
also have the emotional strength to be resilient and  
persevere in the face of failure. 
GG: You want students to feel safe and comfortable, 
physically but also psychologically. That they can say 
things that they are not teased about, can express that 
they don't understand something. I want teachers who 
will say, "If you don't understand something then please 
give me another chance. Tell me what you don't know 
so I can try again." This puts the onus on the teacher 
and not the child. 

MJ: They know that's where they want to go because 
that is where they want to explore with a sense of antici-
pation. We also need to hear, see, and be reminded 
about what is great about being a teacher and why it is 
so much fun. What do I love about working with chil-
dren and what do I see children do that really gives me 
joy. Reframe the conversation.

“ We have to value physical health as 
much as academic achievement  
because one contributes to the other.”

—  Shelle y Laskin, Trustee, Toronto District School Board

DT: Yes, it's got to be fun to be there_I think Google 
will fire a person for being too serious. The lateral 
thinking that goes along with play is so critical. Kids are 
learning when they are at the sand table and by playing 
dress-up. They are learning about gravity and placehold-

ers. Somehow, that has to become the grade 12 physics 
room too. The notion of play ended when Dewey and 
Ryerson established straight rows in trying to control 
the learner for the industrial age. Design of the learning 
environment will be critical if we break this notion.  
We should try to control the outcome, not the learner. 

HH

W
:

hat are some of the factors 
that can detract from their 
emotional well-being? 

SP: People burn out when they have lost all influence 
and control. And we see little kids show signs of stress 
all the time. Adults carry around an inordinate amount 
of stress, which kids feel. If I am a super stressed parent 
doing a demanding job, the day I flew out the door 
snapping at my kids to hurry up, I knew they didn't 
have a good day. This speaks to the importance of help-

ing kids develop their network early. Who can they 
count on? I think our teachers also need that support.  
It is a very lonely job if you aren't taught to do that. 
MJ: More teachers are talking about mental health and 
emotional issues around children not having self-control. 
Perhaps children being on their own at home more or 
having more unstructured time where they don't have the 
adults who help them shape those boundaries. It becomes 
an issue for teachers if they have one or two children like 
that because they really can highjack the class. How can 
they manage children who can't manage themselves? 

SP: But sometimes it's the physical environment of the 
school itself. There were schools I walked into and I felt 
instantly depressed_the dark post-war set up with very 
few windows and long corridors. In other schools I 
would feel completely uplifted and the light was fantas-
tic. There are some that just have a prison feel. That 
kind of environment is just so unhealthy but if you walk 
in as a self-reliant, confident, well-rested little being, 
you could probably be in the basement and do fine. 
However, the majority of our kids are not like that so 
they need that nurturing feel around them. 

HH

H
:

ow important is health  
and overall physical comfort 
and well-being to a student’s  
academic performance?
SL: Health is their overall mental and physical well- 
being_that preparedness to learn. We have to value  
the physical health attributes as much as the academic 
achievement attributes because one contributes to the 
other. It went from not even including it to now at least 
saying the words "student achievement and well-being." 
Now we have to demonstrate that we actually care about 
a student's well-being. 
WH/SMT: To do this you also have to at least provide the 
basics_temperature control has a huge impact on the 
learning environment. Acoustics can be a challenge. 
Kids can't learn if they can't hear or concentrate. Good 
air quality is important. These considerations all play a 
key role in our ability to do our work effectively.
GG: Physical comfort is always important. Most people 
want to be in a room with a lot of light.
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“ The single most important thing the  
education system must work on is  
relationship building at every level  
and with all stakeholders.” 

—  Shelle y Laskin, Trustee, Toronto District School Board

SL: There has to be opportunities to decompress and 
have some downtime to sit quietly or run around and 
scream and yell. Addressing physicality has to be a part 
of their entire day, not just 20 minutes of mandated 
physical activity. That is why we need to move away from 
sitting at a desk for 60 minutes, then a 15-minute break, 
then sit quietly through lunch. We encourage activity in 
kindergarten so why do we stop it in grade one and say, 
"Now it's time to learn so you have to sit in one place." 
No they don't!
MJ: We have had ourselves jarred about the physical  
activity piece. Because there is so much sedentary  
activity on behalf of society generally and with children 
certainly in terms of TV and technology. You hear a lot 
more about needing children to get physically active.  
It is something we have slid behind on and it should  
absolutely be given more attention. 

HH

What ar
:

e the issues you 
face in ensuring a health- 
focussed environment? 

WH/SMT: There is a mandate to provide daily physical 
activity but if you only have one gym there is a timeta-

ble challenge. We have to look for other opportunities 
to engage these kids physically. For instance, how do 
you engage students outdoors? We have been having a 
lot of discussion around the fact that we have lots of 
buildings and no playgrounds. How can we move from 
the traditional playground structure to creating an out-
door learning space for activities that don't just happen 
within the four walls of a building?
MJ: We have to help kids stay healthy because levels of 
absenteeism negatively impacts a child's success. People 
think the child is only in kindergarten, it doesn't make 

a difference, but it does. A young child is probably even 
more vulnerable than adults with coping skills. They 
miss a day of kindergarten because they are sick and 
something new has been started, they don't know how 
to orient themselves back in and it takes a very skilled 
teacher to help them do that. 
DT: We want kids to read and write yet we have the  
most obese kids in the last 100 years. We have for the 
first time in history, kids who have diabetes at age  
10 because they are 60 to 80 pounds overweight. our 
grandchildren's life expectancy is shorter than ours.  
We have moved to testing their physical condition  
because we know that a physically fit person who feels 
confident about themselves will probably outperform 
someone who is 35-100% above their [ideal] body mass. 
They have to be confident that they can physically take 
on the activities necessary to move to the next level and 
have the energy to get through the day. We want them  
to feel comfortable in their own skin. 

HH

It seems ther
:

e has been  
a real move to focus on the 
individual and her or his 
needs. Is there still a direc-
tive to help students have a 
more external perspective?   

MJ: The goal of public school is for children to 

become responsible, participating citizens. Coming to 
school is not just about sitting with paper and pencil  

or computers but that the environment that you create 
is a learning one that allows for the development of a 
young person who understands what it's like to live 

“ We have to facilitate their ability to have 
good relationships. That they can relate 
well to people and people relate well to 
them is really, really important.” 

—  Gerri Gershon,  Trustee, Toronto District School Board

amongst other people and contribute to a community 
of other people.
SL: Students' learning environment is our teaching envi-
ronment. The single most important thing the Board 
and education system must work on is relationship 
building at every level and with all stakeholders. In do-

ing this we show that we value diversity, inclusion, and 
collaboration. If you have developed a relationship with 
someone then you have mastered much of the skills you 
will need to be successful. 
WH/SMT: Learning is social and we sometimes struggle 
with getting those spaces where we can get a group of 3 
or 5 or half the class to learn together. And this is true 
for staff as well. If you are in a big rectangle space it is 
hard to reconfigure for learning off all kinds. 
SP: They need skills to build a network of supports. 
This goes back to the need to build better relationships 

between home and school. As a parent I believe my 
child is the most important one in the class and the 
child believes that too. The damage is they fail to make 
connections with the other kids. We need to intention-

ally teach emotional intelligence, and as a teacher I also 
need to have those skills.

SL: We also have a responsibility to help them to social-
ize safely and respectfully. They are socializing but they 
don't even know who they are socializing with. Help 
them know the boundaries so they can set limits for 
themselves. We should care much more about how they 
use their phone rather than that they use their phone. 
GG: We have to facilitate their ability to have good  
relationships. That they can relate well to people and 
people relate well to them is really, really important.  
If they don't have a good relationship with teachers or 
are being rejected by friends and peers, it is hard for 
them to learn. 
DT: We think that little Joey's reading ability is more  
important than his ability to work with others in the 
classroom. They brought 7,000 scientists together to put 
the man on the moon. I am not sure that our kids have 

those collaboration skills now. How do I work with you 
and how do you work with me?

HH

Wher
:

e do external stake-
holders like parents and the 
community at large fit in?  

MJ: We want an environment that establishes and pro-

motes a symbiotic relationship between teachers, students, 
and families but it can be difficult to find the easy partner-
ship with parents. Some of that is the city-based urban 
environment. There is a lot of anonymity and so where 
schools would have been really integrated into the com-

munity at large, you now have to have staff and school 
leadership work very hard to make that happen.
WH: We want students and their families to feel welcome 
and have a sense of ownership. When you think of 
neighbourhood primary schools, kids are walking in 
with parents. We want to promote parent engagement 
but where is that place for parents to meet other than 
to huddle outside of the kindergarten gate because 
principals often don't want parents congregating? 
SL: Schools matter. They are community infrastructure 
and they should be thought of as importantly as  
firestations or police stations. The Board will only be  
as good as its local schools and local schools will only 
be as good as how they engage with their parents and 
their community. 

See Part 2: “How School Design Can Impact Student Success” to learn how  
Architects address some of these key issues.
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Architect’s
Toolbox

Good design is not  
more expensive;  
It’s more thoughtful.
Good design is thinking design. Architects consider  
a multitude of factors and make use of the tools and  
principles outlined here to shape buildings. When  

these factors are optimized, buildings not only function 
well, they have a positive effect on their occupants  
and their environments.

For more information and research on how buildings work  
and about these tools, go to www.CatapultSchools.ca 

A
1

ir Quality
Clean air is vital to good health. However,  
biological and chemical contamination can have  
a negative impact. Mould can damage structural 
materials and cause respiratory problems (espe-
cially in children). Long-term exposure to chemical 
contamination can cause irritation, induce allergic 
reactions and even affect the central nervous  
system. Chemical contamination can be caused 
by certain construction materials, finishes, and 
cleaning products. To avoid air quality problems, 
select building materials that offer low chemical 
emission rates and allow for good ventilation.  
The resulting decreased levels of carbon dioxide 
has been shown to increase the speed at which 
students complete tasks. 

Li
2

ghting
Architects measure lighting—illuminance—as  
the amount of visible light spread over a given 
area. It is measured in “lux” with a typical class-
room having an illuminance of 300 to 500 lx. 
Daylight from more than one orientation and  
artificial lighting options should be combined to 
ensure vivid colours and well-defined objects.  
Illumination that is consistent and evenly distribut-
ed is integral to a usefully designed classroom. 
Good lighting is crucial to learning and studies 
have shown that daylight is particularly beneficial. 
Natural light helps students maintain a healthy  
circadian rhythm, which encourages healthy sleep 
patterns. A lack of daylight, meanwhile, can delay 
production of cortisol, a hormone that helps  
students concentrate. 

Ac
3

oustics
There are two acoustic elements that influence 
teaching and learning: ambient noise and rever-
beration. Excessive ambient noise—the amount 
of noise created by everything but the teacher’s 
voice, including noise from outside the class-
room—can make it difficult for students to 
understand and absorb information. A classroom 
that reverberates sound, or echoes, can also 
compromise speech intelligibility. A teacher’s 
voice should ideally be at least 15 decibels (dB) 
louder than all other sounds in the classroom— 
a measure known as the signal-to-noise ratio.  
A number of studies conducted over the past ten 
years have shown that excessively noisy class-
rooms can impair students’ concentration and 
make reading and memorization more difficult.

M
4

aterials
Materials are all the physical components that 
make up a building. Durability, as well as use and 
maintenance costs, are key factors in choosing 
building materials. The durability, inexpensive-
ness, and flexibility of concrete make it a popular 
choice in school design. Sustainability is also a 
factor. Valuing materials that use fewer natural  
resources and result in less energy consumption. 
Well-chosen materials and colour choice can  
inspire students’ imagination and intellect, and 
can even improve the learning environment. 
Materials that absorb sound, for example, can 
make for quieter classrooms that are more  
conducive to learning.

Spa
5

tial Organization
Consider both the organization of individual class-
rooms and overall school layout. Rooms should 
allow for flexible seating arrangements to facili-
tate class discussion as well as quiet study and 
group work, ideally leaving about 10 square feet 
of space per student, plus circulation space. High 
ceilings ensure the diffusion of noise and light and 
reduce distractions. The teacher’s desk should 
offer a clear view of the class and displays. 
School layout should encourage interaction with 
areas that relate to one another creating logical 
transitions between spaces. Research indicates 
that good spatial design can improve student be-
haviour and concentration, encourage productive 
class discussion, and make for more efficient and 
effective teaching.

6
Biophilia
Biophilia hypothesizes that humans have an  
innate affinity for the natural world. Indoor plants 
can decrease the severity of symptoms of illness, 
improve air quality by filtering pollutants, and  
enhance mood. In the classroom, even a small  
assemblage of plant life can improve students’ 
concentration, attention to detail, and overall per-
formance. Indoor plants can also reduce fatigue, 
resulting in more engaged and effective teaching 
and learning. Equally important is observation of 
and interaction with the natural world outside of 
the classroom. For example, rooftop space and 
school grounds can be fitted with structures that 
attract birds and butterflies. The school site 
should include trees and other plant life.

T
7

hermal Conditions
Temperature, measured in Celsius (C) or  
Fahrenheit (F), and humidity, expressed as a  
percentage, are the most important elements 
comprising a classroom’s thermal conditions.  
A classroom’s temperature should be moderate 
and relatively constant—ideally ranging from  
20–23C (68–74F)—and its humidity should range 
between 40 and 70 per cent. In these conditions, 
students thrive, performing tasks more quickly 
and with greater accuracy than when thermal 
conditions fall outside the given ranges. Research 
has also shown that teachers feel they perform 
better when they have some measure of control 
over their thermal environment.

Co
8

ntext
Architectural context can be considered in three 
ways: the relationship of a building to its natural 
surroundings, to its built and cultural surroundings, 
and to its contents. A well-designed building exists 
in harmony with its setting, neither blighting or  
unduly altering the natural landscape, nor differing 
too greatly in height, size, or style from the build-
ings that surround it. Contextually aware buildings 
include design elements that symbolize their  
function and cultural backdrop. A school building 
that works within its context allows students to 
appreciate their place in their built, natural, and 
cultural environment, while providing them with a 
distinct sense of purpose within that environment.

Site and S
9

cale
Site and scale describe the way a building fits  
into its surroundings from a physical and techni-
cal, rather than aesthetic or cultural, point of 
view. Considerations may include the positioning 
of windows based on the views they offer and 
the type of lighting they provide, existing infra-
structure (the proximity to highways, major 
arterial routes and public transit, pedestrian  
accessibility, etc.), and the environmental impact 
of construction. An accessibly sited school, for 
example, may improve attendance and reduce 
student and teacher fatigue by shortening  
commutes. An appropriately scaled building, 
meanwhile, can help to instil in students the  
importance of environmental responsibility.
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Conclusion: 
The Built Environment 
Strategy
Given what leading educators value (An Educator's Roundtable pages 6-13), 
Catapult asked five architecture firms how they would optimize a school. 
Each firm tackled a specific objective, featuring a recent school project to 
highlight the many ways that a school environment can be a tool  
for success. Learn more at www.CatapultSchools.ca

Physical Health

“  We have to look for other 
opportunities to engage 
students physically.”

– Warren Hoshizaki, Director of Education and 
Senior Management Team, District School Board of Niagara

Pages  
20-23

ZAS Architects
Promoting Healthy  
Living and an Active 
Lifestyle

– Paul Stevens, Senior Principal

Relating to Others

“  We want an environment that 
establishes and promotes a  
symbiotic relationship between  
teachers, students, and families.”

– Marguerite Jackson, former CEO, 
Education Quality and Accountability Office

Pages  
24-27

LGA Architectural 
Partners
Building Successful 
Connections

– Brock James, Partner
– Greg Latimer, Partner

Emotional Strength

“  This happy sense of well-being 
and anticipation comes from the 
sense that you will be physically  
and emotionally safe.”

– Sue Pfeffer, Superintendent, Toronto District School Board

Pages  
28-31

+VG Architects
Building the  
Whole Child

– Terry White, Partner
– Tom Wilson, Associate Partner

Relating to Others

“  We have to facilitate [students’] ability 
to have good relationships so they can 
relate well to people and people relate 
well to them.”

– Gerri Gershon, Trustee, Toronto District School Board 

Pages  
32-35

Snyder Architects Inc.
Enhancing Social 
Relationships

– Avinash Garde, Principal
– Doug Snyder, Principal

Emotional Strength

“  We want them to feel success, even 
more than getting 90%, to come to and 
go home from school feeling happy”

– Shelley Laskin, Trustee, Toronto District School Board

Pages  
36-39

Bortolotto
Inspiring Calm and 
Emotional Well-Being

– Tania Bortolotto, Founder and President
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How 
school design 
can impact

student
success
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Bill Crothers Secondary School (York DSB) 
Optimized for Physical Health

ZAS Architects
Promoting Healthy Living 
and an Active Lifestyle

ZAS Architects
517 Wellington Street West
Suite 404
Toronto, Ontario
M5V 1G1 Canada

K-12 Partner Contact:
Paul Stevens
416-979-9834 ext 238
pstevens@zasa.com

Notable K-12 Projects:
1. Humberwood Centre
2. Father John Redmond  
 Secondary School & Regional 
 Arts Centre
3. Al Yasmina Primary & Secondary  
 School, Abu Dhabi
4. Toronto Montessori School
5. Yao Hua International School,  
 Tianjin, China

Learn More:
www.zasa.com

RIGHT: The Student Forum is the epicentre of the 
school, a place where athletics, academics and social 
activities casually converge.

ZAS is a multi-disciplinary and multi-cultural team of professionals that provides a fully 
integrated and comprehensive service for their K-12 clients. Led by the creative spirit of the 
firm's Principals and supported by a knowledgeable team of Associates, they are committed  
to creative collaboration with clients balanced by a respect for budget and schedule.

THE YORK REGION DISTRICT School Board had a 

unique vision to create a wonderful new school 

that is health inspired and sports-centered.  
To realize this we started with developing a 

deep understanding of programming and of 

the desired outcomes for this exceptional 

learning environment. We needed to under-
stand how students would use the school and 

how it would interact with the community— 

a process that was incredibly interesting and 

rewarding. Bill Crothers Secondary School is 
substantially different from the traditional 
high school. It's the result of an intense in-

vestigation into how a sports program can be 

leveraged to support academics in a way that 

provides different spatial arrangements, rather 
than just repeating what's typically been done.

Over the years it appears that sports has 

been marginalized at many schools; but here 

it's the very reason for being and so our inves-
tigation considered how we can establish 

sports as the primary theme. of course it has 
to work within the ontario curriculum so it's 
not a case of building more gymnasiums, but 
creating a complete environment that supports 

sport and health and wellness programming 

within the curriculum. Performance in sports, 
in academics, and in lifestyle was our goal; we 
wanted to create a learning environment that 

gives students and teachers every opportunity 

to excel. As well, we knew that this school-
and the York Board_could be a great example 
for the region, promoting the idea of high  
performance and personal excellence.

Space constraints demanded a four-  

storey school. So we stacked the school rather 
than spread it out. We turned the vertical 
height into an advantage_the four storeys 
provide an opportunity for exercise! We 
asked ourselves, why are the cafeterias and 
gyms always on the ground level and class-

rooms on the second floor? So we shuffled 
the program of major spaces; the cafeteria is 

on the third floor; there are three floors of 
gyms, and the library is on the fourth floor. 
In doing this we reinforced healthy living 
because people walk! The dispersal of stu-

dents throughout the school generated a 

dynamism and interaction. This flow of 
movement creates a very lively place; and 

what's great is there's been zero push-back 
as it seems so natural.

The Athletic Forum is at the heart of 
the school, the nexus where a lot of the pro-

gramming converges: it's directly related to 
the competition gymnasium, which it opens 
onto; it connects to an outdoor athletic 

courtyard; and a student association space 

where a large mural establishes the school's 
athletic mandate.

There is a lot of transparency between the 

school and the centralized gyms, so students 
can observe games from elsewhere in the 

building and from indoors to out. There are 
huge windows in the cafeteria that overlook 

the playing fields, turning them into an oppor-
tunity for engagement with the athletic events 

happening outside. There is also a broadcast 
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ABOVE: The school contains six gyms plus a multitude of  
training, fitness and therapy rooms that are highly visible  
and located on all four levels resulting in a culture of athletics 
and activity permeating throughout. 

“ Designing schools within a com-
munity has an immense impact on 
how communities grow and are 
represented. Their design is very 
important to society and that’s a 
great motivation for us.” 

— Paul Stevens, ZAS Architects

gondola in the main gym that allows students 

to announce and broadcast games to support  

a communications tech program. Transparency 
isn't restricted to the sport areas; the cantile-

vered library overlooks the campus as well as  

a view of Toronto's distant skyline. By placing 
the library at this level it becomes a symbol  

of learning and the floor-to-ceiling glass wall 
maximizes light while the glass has a filter that 
reduces glare and heat gain.

The sports fields are amazing. There  
are two artificial fields and one natural, 
which were developed in partnership with 

the Town of Markham so we were able to 

minimize costs yet provide outstanding  

facilities. They also meet international 
sporting standards so they can be used for 

track and field events at the highest possible 
competition level. The campus becomes  
a real magnet for sporting events and  

furthers the York Board's connection to the  

ABOVE: The Library Resource Centre is the symbolic learning centre of the school on the 
fourth floor, technologically equipped for the needs of all students, especially travelling 
student athletes who miss months at a time due to intensive training schedules.

TOP: Perched at the corner of the fourth floor, the library is an expressive feature along 
the south elevation, recognizable from a distance as a beacon for the school.
BOTTOM: Exterior facilities include a field house, an eight-lane synthetic track circuit  
and multiple artificial turf play fields capable of hosting the highest calibre athletic event.

community. As you approach the school  
you immediately see these fields, they're  
not in the back; it sets the tone for the 

school's purpose.
We also created running/walking trails 

along the Rouge River; they've become an 
additional educational environment. It offers 
a nice contrast between informal activity and 

competitive sports. of course it's a huge 
boon for the community as they have access 

to this path network. 
The students at Bill Crothers sign a  

commitment contract to attend the school.  
It outlines their participation obligation in 
sports activities and to maintain an active 

living lifestyle, among other things. That  
level of engagement changed our thinking  

of how students will interact with their  

academic programming. With such a heavy 
emphasis on sport we needed to take a  

different approach to how we cluster rooms. 

Instead of distinct zones, we have a vertical 
layering of rooms where sports are integrated 

throughout. The effect is that students never 
lose sight of what this school's experience  
is about. This is a way that design can  
offer concrete support to administration- 

successfully maintaining student focus on 

sport/healthy living, and this reinforces staff 
efforts in the implementation of the contracts.

It was paramount that we create a 
healthy environment for students and teach-

ers. The building is LEED Silver certified.  
It has excellent indoor air quality. All of the 
windows are operable and we used paint that 

has low VoCs and furniture that doesn't  
off-gas. The school's HVAC was designed  
to pull a very high level of fresh air coming 

into the school. Acoustics is another form of 
“health”; sports are loud and we wanted to 

protect the students concentrating in the 

classrooms. our approach was to place  

storage rooms and other non-public rooms 
between the gyms and the classrooms to act 

as a sound buffer; in addition we chose build-

ing materials for their acoustical sensitivity. 
We've been excited by the feedback;  

staff and administrators love it, students  
feel a sense of pride and engagement with 

their school, and people in the community 
appreciate the unique design. It doesn't feel 
like a local high school but rather more like 

a college; it's something unique that they  
can be proud of. 

Paul Stevens, Senior Principal at ZAS, is an  
innovative architect and design team leader 
who has directed many high-profile projects 
across Canada, Asia and the Middle East.  
He is known for working creatively with many 

forms and scales of educational architecture. 
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Avenue Road and Elgin Street Public Schools (Waterloo Region DSB) 
Optimized for Relating to Others

LGA Architectural 
Partners
Building Successful
Connections

LGA Architectural
Partners
533 College Street
Suite 301
Toronto, Ontario
M6G 1A8 Canada

K-12 Partner Contacts:
Brock James
416-203-7600, ext 222
brock@lga-ap.com

Greg Latimer
416-203-7600, ext 228
greg@lga-ap.com

Notable K-12 Projects:
1. Avenue Road Public School
2. Elgin Street Public School
3. Bradford District High School
4. Monsignor Fraser College
5. Chris Hadfield Public School

Learn More:
www.lga-ap.com

RIGHT: Avenue Road Public School—Learning Pods, 
connected to the hall and classroom, provide  
impromptu learning space for the entire school.

Brock James and Greg Latimer, are partners at LGA Architectural Partners (formally  
Levitt Goodman Architects), a Toronto-based firm that specializes in buildings that foster  
a sense of community and establish relationships. For close to 25 years, working on diverse 
youth-based building types from housing to museums, learning commons, and schools,  
they have created buildings that support connections.

MORE AND MORE WE ARE HEARING how a child's 
appreciation of the interdependence of 

things is an important part of improving  

performance. Exposing children to the world 
around them fosters their inner leader and 

encourages a sense of responsibility and  

purpose in their own academic and social 

maturation. In order to improve how  
children relate to others, as well as their  
cognitive functioning, educators need to 
make sure that schools optimize these  

opportunities for connectivity. 
Schools that build relationships benefit 

children and their communities in many  

ways: Students begin to understand their  

potential, their place in the world, and  
develop a sense of purpose that builds  

character and citizenship. They participate 
in social and experience-based learning. 
Learning in groups also encourages lateral 
thinking, innovation, and working together 
to test new ideas, innovate, and improve. 
More generally, a welcoming environment 
expresses Board values such as inclusion, 
collaboration, and diversity. 
 Over the years we have developed a  

series of principles that guide our decision 

making process for building relationships  

in schools: 

 

 /   Create a range of spaces that are flexible 
and offer a variety of accommodation, 
serving the individual, small groups, 
class-sized groups, and the whole school;

 /   Between any two adjacent spaces,  
consider the opportunity for connec-

tion. Allow the occupant to control the  
nature/amount of connection;

/  Consider every space in the school a 
learning space and encourage social, 
peer-to-peer learning.

 

Some of these ideas are quite different from 
the “cells and bells” approach many schools 

are based on. Connectivity has to be balanced 
with creative and practical solutions that 

meet the requirements for safe schools.  
We consider how adjacent spaces relate  
visually, audibly, and in terms of movement. 
Careful attention to walls, openings, and 
thresholds provides easy, cost-effective  
options for making connections. When we 
work together in an open, collaborative  
relationship with our clients, solutions are 
balanced and holistic. 

At Avenue Road Public School, Waterloo 
Region DSB, the classrooms in a new grade 
7 to 8 wing connect students to the world 

around them. We used architectural princi-
ples like transparency to allow people to see 

and experience each other and their various 

activities_which is key to developing  
empathy and understanding. Seeing into  
the classroom is a useful tool as well for the 

principal who can walk the hallways for  

30 minutes and get a rich sense of what's  
happening. In a typical school with closed off 
corridors it would be much more difficult to 
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“ I am excited to be part of the wave of  
architects building or renovating schools that 
support innovative teaching methodologies. 
It’s a pleasure working with the entire team  
to create schools that function well and are  
optimized for today’s programming and  
today’s kids.” 

  — Brock James, LGA Architectural Partners

grasp the daily happenings. Teachers can  
signal to and cover for one another and  

observe what's going on_a useful support 
for how teachers work. 

We added flexible work spaces by  
creating learning pods within the in-between 
space between the classroom and the hallway. 
A small group, for example, can discuss a 
project without disrupting other students. 
From the hallway, it's a place to stop in for a 
dynamic conversation without being a part 

of the classroom. 
In the hallway we've added clerestory 

windows above and glazing onto the court-

yard to allow for lots of natural light_not 

typical of most school hallways. The benches 
and niches offer more gathering places for 
both students and staff.

OPPOSITE/TOP: Hallways are 
more than a connection be-
tween point A and B. They 
can be valued learning and 
social spaces—all school 
spaces are learning space.
OPPOSITE/BOTTOM LEFT: 
The bay window of the  
new staff lounge offers  
casual connections to 
the courtyard. 
OPPOSITE/BOTTOM RIGHT: 
Elgin Street PS—Windows 
orchestrate different ways 
for kids to gather (individual, 
small groups, large groups) 
within the classroom.
THIS PAGE: Low windows 
allow for connections to  
exterior activities as well as 
the larger site and natural 
systems around them.

“ Transforming public 
education systems is a 
key challenge of the 21st 
century. The physical 
design of schools is an 
important aspect of  
the overall picture for  
educators and it’s  
exciting to be involved 
in developing new  
approaches to school 
design.” 

— Greg Latimer, LGA Architectural Partners 

Even lockers were an opportunity to 
draw connections, by using colour to connect 
spaces. Above each locker is a pin-up board 
allowing students' work to be showcased- 

a low-cost solution to bringing character  
and community into the school. There's  
also an acoustical benefit. In multi-functional 
spaces you need to control the acoustics, not 
just the separation of sound but also the 

quality of it, the reverberations. The most  
remarkable aspect of Avenue Road is how, 
within the Board's budget, we have used  
simple means to transform a typically banal 

circulation space into the social arteries of 

the school community. 
The new wing creates a three-sided 

courtyard with the perimeter connected  

by windows to interior hallways and  

classrooms. The staff room is positioned 
prominently to give teachers a place that  

acknowledges their important role. It's an 
opportunity to observe students outside of 

the classroom, to protect them with passive 
surveillance, and, more positively, to see  
students at play and be inspired by the  

positive energy they offer. It's also good for 
students to see teachers taking a break and 

being human as well as working. Fuller, 
stronger relationships can be developed  

between student and teacher, which is  
integral to student success.

At Elgin Street Public School in 
Cambridge, ontario, the full day kindergarten 

classrooms use windows to orchestrate  

relationships by being more strategic about 

their placement and shape while providing  

equivalent window area and cost to similar 

schools. We employed various sized  
windows, placed at floor and shelf height,  
to provide opportunities for students to play 

independently, in small groups or large 
groups within the classroom. Low windows 
allow children to make connections to  

the playground, to outdoor activities, and 
the natural systems around their school.

Thinking of schools as buildings that 

connect students to each other and the 

world around them is a powerful idea. A  
survey of our portfolio will show the range  

of methods we've developed to create a 
sense of community and connection in  

our public buildings. 

Partners Brock James  
(BES, BArch, OAA, MRAIC, 
LEED AP), and Greg Latimer 
(BEng, BArch, OAA), lead  
LGA Architectural Partners’  

education sector. Their innovative approach and years of  
experience are well suited to meet the challenges of the  
21st century school.
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Muskoka Falls Public School (Trillium Lakelands DSB)  
Optimized for Emotional Strength

+VG Architects
Building 
the Whole Child

+VG Architects
72 Stafford Street
Suite 200
Toronto, Ontario
M6J 2R9 Canada

K-12 Partner Contacts:
Terry White
416-588-6370, ext 224
twhite@plusvg.com

Tom Wilson
416-588-6370, ext 228
twilson@plusvg.com

Notable K-12 Projects:
1. Granite Ridge Education Centre
2. St Michael Catholic 
 Elementary School
3. St Peter Catholic  
 Elementary School
4. Warwick Academy, Bermuda

Learn More:
www.plusvg.com

RIGHT: The experience of the staircase is about being 
in the landscape as it pushes out into the site.
 

+VG Architects is a leading K-12 school design firm in ontario. With offices in Toronto  
and Brantford, +VG is a full-service architectural firm with 41 years' experience in designing  
educational facilities across ontario and abroad. They have successfully completed hundreds  
of elementary school projects and over twenty secondary schools.

AT UNIVERSITY, TERRY TOOK A COURSE called 

"Children and the Built Environment" and 
one of the most interesting things he learned 

from it was that as much as we design schools 

for children, it's the children that interpret 
school environments in their own ways.  
Architecture anticipates human response but 
it doesn't dictate it. You really feel this when 
you design K-12 environments. The built  
environment becomes a playground for them 

and we intentionally create elements in the 

school that can be experienced in a number of 

ways. For example, the height of a windowsill; 
for a child it becomes a place to play or to 

rest and observe.
The fundamental objective of the  

physical school is to help support students' 
academic performance. We do that by creat-
ing a school environment that considers the 

physical, emotional, and even spiritual health 
of students and teachers in an holistic way 

and provides them with the energy to give 

their best every day. We all know that school 
is a very dynamic environment and frankly it 

can be too dynamic, too stressful, so we want 
the school environment to enable people to 

relax, to take moments through the day to 
breathe and look far into the distance and to 

understand the bigger picture. We want to 
create an environment that positively rein-

forces the work being done_that teaching 
and learning are important, that the commu-

nity supports teachers and students, and that 
their experiences matter.

Muskoka Falls Public School, near 
Bracebridge, ontario, and part of the  
Trillium Lakelands District School Board, is 
a good example of this ethos. There is a so-

cial aspect to the school environment that 

enhances learning; we call this the “public 

realm" of the school. When you look at the 
layout of Muskoka Falls, the front door 
opens to a "piazza". In Canada we are inside 
for most of the school year but we still want-

ed that open public space. The corridor 
tapers further down to the principal stairwell 

at the east end of the building, and the ter-
mination is actually a blast of daylight_it's 
built entirely of glass and provides a wonder-

ful view of the granite outcropping and, of 
course, the Muskoka River that flows by the 
school. Everyone in the school benefits from 
this view. The experience of the staircase is 
about being in the landscape as it pushes 

out into the site. The amount of glass and 
the pattern of the windows references the 

pine trees that surround the site. To make 
the most of the space, at the base of the 
stairwell is a bench that allows for a gather-

ing spot. The students walking down the 
stairs are doing what we thought they would; 

walking and chatting and taking their time. 
They look like they're having fun, which is 
such an important, and often overlooked, 
quality in a school environment.

Learning is best supported in the class-
room by enhancing health and we do that by 

ensuring great air quality, providing windows 
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ABOVE: Views of the land-
scape and other classmates, 
offer an invitation to play  
as students descend the 
main stair on their way to  
recess breaks.
LEFT: Composition of framed 
window views and a material 
palette, used in both the  
interior and exterior, bring 
the daycare closer to the 
outdoors.

that teachers can open for fresh air and tem-

perature control, and increasing the amount 
of daylight. It's about improving the quality 
of physical health, so that staff and students 
actually feel better being in the space. To al-
leviate distractions we focus on acoustics and 

ensure that the colour of walls is vibrant and 

unique yet not too stimulating. The amount 
of daylight during the school year was an is-

sue for us, something all Canadian schools 
should consider. our winters are long and 
keeping people happy and energized is one 

of the objectives we want to deliver. It's well 
documented that daylight makes people feel 

good and energized_a useful tool in an aca-

demic setting. We factor that in when 
orienting the school's layout, in determining 
where the entrance is, and of course the 
classrooms, libraries, and gyms, and ensure 
we get maximum daylight to enhance this 

healthy environment. 
We think of the school in its entirety as 

being organic. The classrooms may be defined 
by walls but the actual “school experience”  

extends beyond the walls to the outside, the 

LEFT: Overlooking the  
Muskoka River, the library  
offers students a space for 
quiet contemplation, away 
from formal learning spaces.

“ School design is  
critical because edu-
cation is critical. The 
built environment  
affects who we are, 
how we behave, how 
we experience and 
enjoy our lives.” 

  — Terry White, +VG Architects

“ Great schools provide  
a space for every  
student to be who  
they are and to learn  
in their own way” 

  — Tom WIlson, +VG Architects

forest, river, the granite outcropping. The  
outside is analogous to the inside and our 

material choices reflect this. We wanted to use 
wood and stone as much as possible to high-

light the natural beauty of the site. 
Despite being very conscious of budgets, 

we were able to create a wonderful library 

space. The library is connected to the main 
staircase so it maintains that same vision,  
giving everyone a tremendous view. It is an 
important place and we wanted the space to 

command a view of equal value. We show-

cased the school's steel frame by painting 
rather than hiding it, allowing you to see how 
the building works. We hung a curtain wall of 
glass along the east and south wall, which ef-
fects a sort of spatial explosion of the interior 

to the outdoor_it's thrilling! Continuing 
our efforts to use natural materials, we used 
red cedar on the soffit, allowing you to see 
the wood ceiling in the library extend to the 

outside. It gives the appearance that the steel 
beams are supporting the roof. 

In the kindergarten, the bay windowsill 
is only about 14" off the finished floor. It was 
designed specifically for a JK/SK student- 

a place for students to sit or read. The floor  
is carpeted for acoustics and is soft and  
comfortable for the kids to kneel on. It's a 
simple, economic, yet effective space that  
fits the Ministry's guidelines. We pared down  
the building to its essentials and used the 

savings to make special places with some  

special design features. 

The classrooms facing north have nice 

large windows for indirect daylight; the  

ambient light is a good quality for learning. 
We could have just done a brick wall but we 
wanted to use wood, which references the 
natural environment. The design thinking 
behind it communicates that what goes on 

inside is important. So without adding cost 
we did something special, varying the mate-

rials between the first and second floors- 

the masonry speaks to the earth, the  
coloured blocks emphasize the windows, 
helping to exaggerate their size, and then the 
wood cladding system references the trees. 

We've been immensely pleased by the  
response to the school. The Board leadership 
and staff are proud of the school and are eager 
to come to work. They were impressed with 
how the school engages and uplifts children 
and most importantly, the students absolutely 
love it and are very happy to be there. 

Terry White (BArch, OAA, 
MRAIC), is a Partner at +VG 
and specializes in the design of 
schools, civic centres and other 
institutional facilities. 

Tom Wilson (BArch, OAA, MRAIC), Associate Partner, has 
worked extensively on K-12 projects over the last 12 years with 
a focus on solutions tailored to the specific needs of Boards 
and school communities.
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Jean Vanier Catholic Secondary School (Halton Catholic DSB) 
Optimized for Relating to Others

Snyder Architects Inc.
Enhancing social 
relationships

Snyder  
Architects Inc.
A101-260 King Street East
Toronto, Ontario
M5A 4L5 Canada
416-966-5444

K-12 Partner Contacts:
Doug Snyder
dsnyder@snyderarchitects.ca

Avinash Garde
agarde@snyderarchitects.ca

Notable K-12 Projects:
1. Jean Vanier Catholic  
 Secondary School
2. Nottawasaga Pines  
 Secondary School
3. St Conrad Elementary School

Learn More:
www.snyderassociates.com

RIGHT: The ‘main street’ with ‘shopfronts’, a hub of  
activity animated by cherry wood benches and 
flanked by the cafeteria, the theatre, the hospitality 
‘café’, a walk-through gallery and the guidance  
centre, overseen by the transparent library on the 
second floor—a place flooded with daylight, 
to sit and meet, invite and engage.

Snyder Architects Inc. is a full-service planning and architecture firm located in Toronto.  
Established in 1980, the firm specializes in the design of schools, long term care homes  
and other supportive environments. Snyder Architects Inc. pioneered Architect Managed  
Project (AMP) delivery to offer clients maximum value and control.

THIRTY YEARS IN SCHOOL DESIGN has taught us 

the educational value of good design and 

learning spaces that support experiential 

learning, problem solving, and social interac-

tion. Educators are increasingly pointing to 
social relationships as a critical pillar in learn-

ing. As architects, our work focuses on design 
that facilitates relationship-building. We've 
seen time and time again the impact relation-

ships have on student development, 
engagement, and retention_the difference  
a socially supportive school can make to  

students and the community. 
Our greatest tool as architects is the  

relationships between spaces, elements that 
encourage social relationships and develop-

ment. By pulling workshop spaces, 
auditoriums, and gyms into the heart of a 
school we prioritize engagement. We design 
to create opportunities to connect with our-

selves, each other, and the world beyond- 

a small detail like referencing longitude and 

latitude lines in brightly coloured tile in the 

floor is a fun way to bring the wider world in.
opening in 2013, Jean Vanier Catholic 

Secondary School (Halton Catholic District 
School Board) in Milton, ontario, is our  
latest interpretation of the learner-centred 
school, featuring places to meet, places that 
invite and engage, places that allow passive 
supervision, and places for outdoor learning. 
The school is punctuated with abundant  

daylight and provides visual interconnectivi-

ty throughout. It features elements of 

architectural interest, like that of a mall, to 
entice students to linger. 

At Jean Vanier the 40-foot atrium is  
the driving design element for relationship- 

building; it serves as a vital social catalyst and 

connector, a cultural hub and marketplace. 
Students, staff, and visitors entering the 
school find themselves on the main "street" of 
the atrium, which animates the entrance and 
makes the school experience special. on one 
side of the street is the large, open cafeteria, 
reinforcing the market-place feel and providing 
myriad opportunities for student interaction. 
Informal learning spaces such as the cafe give 
students a sense of ownership, making their 
education personal and meaningful. Along with 
windows and sightlines, we maintained a natu-

ral feeling in the space by adding a huge timber 

trellis, which is placed as a screen in front of  
a wall of glass. This maintains the idea of trans-
parency without being too oppressive. Wood 
benches are made of stained cherry wood, 
which add a special quality.

Along with continuing to blur the indoor/
outdoor boundary and promote encounters 

with the outside world, we've focused on  
multi-use spaces, on ensuring that the school 
functions as a dynamic whole. We've built a 
garden courtyard that's connected by a garage 
door to the workshop space, so that students 
can make use of the large fixed metal structure 
as a framework as they learn to build. 

Next to this is a horticultural garden 

where students and teachers can grow their 
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“ Our intent is to  
create a comfortable 
and fun environment 
that facilitates student  
engagement, to create  
a dynamic yet con-
trolled environment.” 

  — Avinash Garde, Snyder Architects Inc.

ABOVE: The outdoor patio blurs the  
distinction between outdoors and indoors—
an extension of the cafeteria, with resilient  
armour stone seating beneath shade trees; 
a place to chat and eat, defined by the  
overhead trellis.
RIGHT: Detail of the solar screen at the 
south-facing cafeteria, with a wood-look 
canopy above.

TOP: The Outdoor Projects Courtyard— 
adjacent to the tech shops for outdoor  
construction projects, also designed for use 
as a horticulture garden and a stepped  
outdoor classroom.
BOTTOM: Select accent feature details are 
economical yet enliven the space and invite 
students to hang out—like this rough-sawn 
wood feature at the café which imparts 
some warmth to the atrium.

“ In our design of K-12 
schools we give as 
much importance to 
the design of the spaces 
between the formal  
academic areas as  
to the classrooms 
themselves.”

— Doug Snyder, Snyder Architects Inc.

own plants and create a vegetable or flower 
garden. The whole space is overlooked by 
windows so students and staff can see what's 
going on, both the technical work and the 
gardening work; we love the idea of having 

contrasting classes or varied activities in the 

same area. It's a very creative space and we're 
looking forward to seeing how the school 

community makes use of it. Community  
extends beyond the school itself, of course, 
and we designed the sports area, auditorium, 
and cafe to be self-contained. The school can 
be shut off from public access while the  
community uses these facilities.

The other side of the relationships in 

school settings is bullying, and the best weap-

on against bullying is empathy. We approach 
this in two ways: designing for passive supervi-

sion and designing for social relationships. We 
located the guidance office on the atrium's 
main street; there are private meeting places 

but we also wanted it to be a part of the stu-

dent experience. Surrounding spaces are 
opened up to allow sight-lines. Schools are no 
longer a group of classrooms connected by 

unfurnished, utilitarian corridors_what we 
call "horridors". Instead, daylight was a prior-
ity; there's a tremendous amount of natural 

light and with the glass walls this daylight 

reaches into classrooms. Wherever there's a 
corridor or hallway it always ends in light, 
never in darkness, which we think brings a 
lively, positive emotional feeling. 

We believe the next 30 to 40 years will 
yield significant change in how these build-

ings work; we've seen change over the last 30 
years, but what's to come will be much more 
dramatic. our experience has confirmed the 
crucial role of adjacencies and connections in 

supporting social relationships and student 

success. We can design schools that help kids 
explore and learn when they are in their  

natural element. Youth come from different 
situations, and we as architects have the op-

portunity to give them access to a school that 

is more than just a building, to nurture that 
sense of wonder and adventure in learning. 

Doug Snyder (B.E.S., B.Arch, 
OAA, MRAIC), Founder and  
Principal, Doug has dedicated 
his life’s work to architecture 
within the social agenda. He has 

engaged in the design and implementation of over 100 school 
projects. Avinash Garde, A Principal and Owner at Snyder  
Architects, Avi is the firm’s Lead Designer with extensive  
experience in complex educational and long term care facilities. 
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Northlea Public and Willow Park Junior Public Schools (Toronto DSB)  
Optimized for Emotional Strength

Bortolotto
Inspiring Calm and 
Emotional Well-Being

Bortolotto
533 College Street
Suite 401
Toronto, Ontario
M6G 1A8 Canada

K-12 Partner Contact:
Tania Bortolotto
416-324-9951 ext 21
tania@bortolotto.com

Notable K-12 Projects:
1. Northlea Public School
2. Willow Park Junior Public School
3. Oakridge Junior Public School

Learn More:
www.bortolotto.com

RIGHT: Ceiling height was maximized well beyond the 
standard while keeping within the budget. 

Bortolotto understands the student experience from kindergarten to post-secondary. Founded  
in 1999, by Tania Bortolotto, the firm prides itself on providing design solutions that enhance 
happiness, health and productivity. In the last three years, the firm has implemented over  
20 FDK programs for the Toronto District and Toronto Catholic District School Boards, as  
well as projects for the University of Toronto, York University, oCAD and Humber Institute.

THROUGH OUR EXPERIENCE working with and 

listening to the issues educators face, we  
understand that having calm, focused, and 
happy students and unstressed, positive 
teachers gives everyone the best chance at 

success. Students and teachers face all kinds 
of daily challenges. It's very difficult for  
an anxious, stressed-out child to focus on 
learning, much less achieve. 

Educators prioritize academic success, 
but they also understand that this can only 

happen when they first ensure a child's emo-

tional well-being, that kids and staff need to 
feel good and be calm and emotionally strong 

to be ready to learn. We believe that this  
can be achieved, in part, by shaping a school  
environment that reduces stress and helps 

people feel settled and happy to be there.
There is a term_biophilia_which 

means love of life or living systems. The 
premise is that we are instinctively drawn to 

and respond positively to natural elements. 
Our design thinking also focuses on con-

necting the school experience (and therefore 
the building) to nature. We start by considering 
the natural elements of the site, such as the 
location itself, the source of wind or direction 
of the sun. If you're walking through the 
park or hiking through the woods it creates a 

positive emotional state. That's the feeling 
we want to establish for children in schools 

and we do that by asking how we can  

connect that child to the outdoors, to the 
natural world.

There's a great quote by renowned  
architect Frank Lloyd Wright, "study nature, 
love nature, stay close to nature. It will nev-

er fail you." We don't want small, windowless 
classrooms. We want daylight, natural venti-
lation, calm acoustics, a sense of space, long 
views to the sky, trees, or a park instead of 
building concrete block boxes and extensive 

asphalt areas. We consider this to be a  
key objective for schools to connect their 

students' experiences to the natural  
world while they're at school. It will instill  
a sense of well-being and open them to  
their learning.

At Northlea Public, Toronto DSB, we 
built an addition to a school for JK/SK classes. 
This was an infill project where we added  
three classrooms into a courtyard space on the  

second floor. The big challenge was how to 
bring natural light into the existing classrooms. 
We used skylights immediately above the wall 
so the interior classroom has unimpeded light. 
We also introduced natural elements and made 
them visually dominant. The warm wood doors 
pop in this white and bright room, and wood 
veneer is a good example of introducing 

warmth within a tight budget. 
We tried to minimize stressful distrac-

tions by reducing clutter and by keeping 

things simple, light, and bright to provide a 
harmonious feel throughout. The use of just 
two colours calms the senses and calls atten-

tion to the front of the class where much 

activity takes place. 
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RIGHT: The skylight along 
with the window allows for 
an abundance of light to 
penetrate into the classroom; 
looking up students can  
see sky and treetops.

“ The most interesting aspect about a school 
design project is the opportunity to put  
oneself in the mindset of a young person,  
to understand how she or he feels, plays, 
works, and interacts.”

 — Tania Bortolotto, Bortolotto

Willow Park Junior Public School was  
all about how students and their families, 
teachers and even other community-mem-

bers, feel when they approach the school. 
The school was not a very uplifting place to 
arrive at. It had tired, worn, dark brick and 
narrow windows. When we considered the  
addition we wanted to transform how people 

feel as they approach the school. The empha-

sis is now on showing that students and staff 
are respected and valued by giving them a 

wonderful space to work and learn. 
Architectural details emphasize large  

recessed windows that offer a vista into the 
classrooms, highlighting the activities within. 
These windows are larger than the standard 

so there's tremendous opportunity to see in, 

ABOVE: Window framing of composite panels allows  
for the special detailing and interest while maintaining 
the budget and constructability. 
LEFT: Before the renovation, Willow Park Junior Public School.

and, of course, for those inside to see out so 
that there are immediate connections and 

context. This extra consideration was not a 
part of the design brief, and we certainly 
didn't go over budget, but being thoughtful 
in our design thinking we wanted to respect 

how people felt approaching the school and 

correct elements that we believed were nega-

tively impacting kids. 
From a student's perspective I think it's 

good for them to know what they are heading 

to and what they are about to do. Their ap-

proach informs them of something special. 
The frame of the window is almost a picture 

or snapshot of what they can expect, in a very 
beautiful way, and that brings joy, happiness, 
and calmness. 

Despite a tight budget, a typical brick 
wall was bypassed to do something special. 
By emphasizing the windows we framed the 

activity in the classroom for the community. 
Even though this was an addition, we felt 
obliged to make sure that aspects of the older 

parts of the school balanced the new.
Parents feel like this school is an im-

portant place, that the Board cares about 
their children and in doing so respects  

parents and the community. Most schools 
are barricades from the community and 

what we're trying to do is be transparent,  
to be open to the community, to start a  
dialogue with the community. We want  
passersby to feel that something amazing  

is happening.

With my own children in school, I've 
learned firsthand how much thought parents 
give to choosing a school for their kids, and 
what factors they consider. Working with and 
listening to teachers has also given me a 

strong grasp of the nuances and challenges 

of their work. I welcome every chance to de-

sign spaces that help people feel better and 

therefore do better. 

Tania Bortolotto is the Founder and President 
of Bortolotto and is a professional architect 
and interior designer, registered in Ontario. 
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High Performance 
School Design
Building high performance schools requires collaboration between  

educators, the facilities team, and board stakeholders. Exceptional school 
design isn't about higher budgets_it's about innovative thinking.  
Hollis Hopkins interviews Steve Parker, Facilities Manager at Simcoe 
County District School Board, about their approach to great schools. 

Steve Parker,
Facilities Manager, 
Simcoe County District 
School Board
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 you strive to optimize the 
learning and working environments 
at your Board? 
Steve Parker: We work closely with superintendents and other support 
staff to make sure our spaces support an updated curriculum. For exam-

ple, we call our full day kindergarten the Institute of Play and it is 
another step beyond the standard. There is no teacher at the front telling 
everyone what to do; instead there are stations of activities and an out-

door classroom in development. We no longer have the little pens they 
used to prevent kindergartners from running around. Now they play with 
grade ones as friends or siblings. As far as I know this is unique in the 
province. Superintendents have rewritten the curriculum to reflect this 
newer thinking.

HH

What design s
: 

tandards are you 
working to establish? 
SP: In the last twenty years, the most important aspect of classroom de-

sign has been daylighting. The amount of window space was substantial 
in the 1950s-60s, then for some reason they decreased the size to just a 
sliver. one argument was about reducing distractions due to kids look-

ing outside but it was actually counter-effective and increased activity 
in the learning environment. Now we have gone back to large openings 
so that we bring in as much natural light as possible. 

Energy efficiency is another main trend and is at the forefront  
of every decision we make. Mundy's Bay Public School is the top  

performing energy efficient school in North America. Because of that 

high standard, we have replicated this design thinking in two new  
elementary schools. We also have an energy monitoring device in the 
main foyer of the schools so students can look at how their and other 

schools are performing and can compete for energy efficiency. 

HH: 

How are you able to plan a high 
performance school within the 
same constraints as other boards? 
SP: All our schools are on budget and on time. Mundy's Bay is  
gold certified for LEED construction. We couldn't afford to continue 
building energy efficient buildings at the price they were coming in 
at so we had to find a way to do so within the Ministry budget. We 
chose not to go the LEED route with other schools because there  
is a lot of additional consulting that is specific to the certification; 
instead we mimicked the thinking of that LEED school in our  
other schools.

Some boards also repeat the design for each school so all are on 

budget and on time but they all look the same. Schools are for the 
students and when they travel for sports or other activities, they see 
that every school is identical. They don't care about where they are 
learning or take ownership of the building because it is just like every 

other school around the county. There is no sense of trying to build a 
community school if they all have cookie cutter designs. We try to 
create a space that is standardized but is also unique. 

We are building for the occupancy of the building and therefore 
trying to develop a standard well above the status quo. There is no 
other point to why we are here but to prepare these kids the best way 

we can. We are hoping we have found a way to keep these exceptional 
buildings going and inspire confidence that our kids are learning in 
the best environments possible. 

Take the lead.
Get involved.
Learn more.
CatapultSchools.ca 

Thank you for reading.
Your insights and experience are critical to 
making better schools throughout Ontario. 
Because educators advocate for student  
success, they understand that performance  
depends on an optimized environment.  
At CatapultSchools.ca we offer the tools to  
support you as you lead the discussion on  
the future of Ontario’s schools.

Featuring: 

Educator Priorities and  
Architect Responses
 Read educator interviews identifying  

their priorities and perspectives and then  

learn how architects would shape a  

school to serve them. 
/
Building Diagnostics
Review the leading science on how building  

environments influence people.
/
Architect’s Toolbox
 Understand the tools and principles that  

inform architects' design thinking.
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