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Schools across the country wait and watch as the pendulum of education continues to 
swing back and forth. Capturing that perfect balance is critical in making a number of 
long-term decisions—chief among them being the building design itself.

For those about to embark on the construction of a new school or simply a renovation to an 
existing building, only one question rises to the forefront—what are the steps to making a 
school timeless and enduring?

Step one might seem counterintuitive: don’t hire an architect. Hire a partner. Practically 
speaking, the partner will be an architect. But the relationship should be a partnership from 
beginning to end. This is someone who listens to the school’s governing body and staff, as 
well as the community the school will serve. The architect partner shares in being a good 
steward of any community.

Next, think flexible, expansive and easily modified. These are the essential traits in school 
design that truly make a building timeless. Architects must design school buildings for the 
lifelong learning of multiple generations, particularly due to funding uncertainties—whether 
that is through government support or private initiatives. Consider, for example, that today’s 
kindergartners will retire in 2075, introducing their own children and grandchildren into the 
education system in the decades ahead. Unfortunately, while we know what education looks 
like today, we don’t know what it will look like tomorrow. Currently, 60 percent of the jobs 
students will have in the future haven’t even been invented yet. A school isn’t just a building, 
it’s a place that opens up the world to lifelong learning.

Fifty years ago, the basics were reading, writing and arithmetic. Simple, boxed classrooms 
suited the educational objectives of the time. Jump ahead to today’s emphasis on STEAM—
Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Mathematics—and the need to design open 
spaces for messy, hands-on learning is the new initiative. Learning means encompassing 
more each generation. Today’s learning is more like living.

Curriculums are changing, too, challenging educators to re-imagine the space of new and 
existing buildings. While a new building project often affords schools fewer design 
restrictions, the challenge for most of today’s schools is reconfiguring space in older 
buildings. In most schools built within the 21st century, education spaces make up 
approximately 50-60 percent of a building. With the right approach, the right architectural 
partner can find additional square footage and boost educational space beyond 75 percent 
in existing buildings. 

“Long before the first sketch was 
put onto paper Hollis + Miller 
Architects became part of our 
team. They spent time with 
administration, staff and 
conducted community forums to 
get the information out to our 
patrons. They listened to our wants 
and needs, which helped us 
develop a long range plan. 
Academically it gives us the 
advantage to collaborate and level 
our students to better meet their 
individual needs. 

I felt like the team from Hollis + 
Miller took the time to get to know 
us, which in turn helped them 
better understand our vision. I felt 
like the Hollis + Miller team was 
open to our ideas and asked our 
opinion before final drawings were 
developed. The design was truly a 
joint effort. It has been very 
rewarding to be so involved in the 
design and building of Rockville 
Elementary. Upon completion of 
this project I am very pleased and 
proud of the building we have.”

 Becky Bowes
Former Principal 

 Rockville Elementary 
Louisburg, Kansas

N O R T H E A S T  M I D D L E  S C H O O L ,  K A N S A S  C I T Y  P U B L I C  S C H O O L S
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That was the challenge for Lawrence, Kansas public school Kennedy Elementary, which opened its doors to students in January of 1961. 
Today, some 50-plus years later, the school is in the midst of a two-year construction project that includes the addition of 10 classrooms 
and a redesign—a complete transformation in the way the building operates. Challenged to interject collaborative learning opportunities into 
Kennedy’s existing building, Hollis + Miller Architects took an inventive approach. Instead of just placing key additions along an existing 
corridor, architects found additional space by taking over an existing outdoor courtyard and using collaboration spaces to connect two sides 
of the building. The redesign allows educators the opportunity to cluster grade levels when necessary and create multiple opportunities for 
varying group sizes. These dynamic areas help bridge the gap between level changes in the building and create a neighborhood feel with 
gathering spaces for children and staff. By finding this solution in an existing design, the school was able to affordably experience a 
substantial increase in the amount of square footage dedicated to learning, giving students and staff a variety of choices to find the right 
environment for the project at hand. 

R E N D E R I N G  O F  K E N N E D Y  E L E M E N T A R Y  S C H O O L ’ S  L E A R N I N G  S T A I R , 
O N E  O F  T H E  P R O J E C T ’ S  M A N Y  F L E X I B L E  S P A C E S .

In Liberty, Missouri, EPiC Elementary 
successfully worked with Hollis + Miller 
Architects to do more with less while 
continuing to support its curriculum. 
Specifically, EPiC was challenged with 
creating a dynamic learning environment 
for 300 students with less square footage 
and less budget than any of the district’s 
other projects. While undergoing a 
renovation, EPiC was also rewriting its 
curriculum that allowed educators to 
explore a studio-based design. In 
particular, two sections of each grade  
level share an oversized classroom with 
access to a variety of flexible spaces for 
collaboration and break-away learning. 
Hollis + Miller Architects re-imagined the 
traditional media center, gymnasium and 
cafeteria, reducing square footage in 
those areas to provide adaptable spaces 
for daily specials. 
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Likewise, the Joplin, Missouri public schools Soaring Heights 
Elementary and East Middle School leveraged a “flexible” conjoined 
building design from start to finish, creating something very different 
and dynamic. After a devastating tornado hit the Joplin community 
in 2011, the school district was forced to start from scratch, giving it 
a chance to rethink the way it delivered education. The Hollis+Miller 
Architects design—a connected elementary and middle school—
made efficient use of dollars and provided new opportunities for 
students. Within the greater building, elementary classrooms were 
organized around a central learning park, allowing for direct access 
to a variety of collaborative spaces that re-enforce the idea of 
education beyond the classroom walls. In addition, a small study 
room was placed between every two classrooms, allowing students 
to pull out of the typical classroom environment for specialized study 
while still maintaining proximity to the remainder of the group. 
Today, the school’s dynamic neighborhood concept reinforces the 
bonds of the students and staff and allows each learner to grow at 
their own pace. 
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Interestingly, while both public and private schools are used to teach 
students, Hollis + Miller Architects are using enduring and timeless 
designs to instruct educators on a wide range of uses. In many 
cases, furniture can set the tone, making an overly large space feel 
both collaborative from entire classrooms to small groups. 

Hollis + Miller Architects “schools” itself on educator needs by 
investing in staff and community feedback at the front end of a 
project. The challenge is to address today’s needs, as well as 
tomorrow’s forecast. There’s no cookie-cutter approach, which 
requires Hollis + Miller Architects to be good stewards of timeless, 
educational treasures in every community across the nation.

It’s not enough to build schools. In a partnership, Hollis + Miller 
Architects builds the community and culture that happens in and 
around its schools. The firm co-creates environments with the 
people it matters to most, and thus makes connections between 
life-long learning and living. And, in working together to create a 
vision with teachers and students, a community is designed for 
empowerment and many kinds of growth.

Founded in 1950, Hollis + Miller Architects empowers communities through smart and inspiring learning 
environments that have a rewarding experience and a successful impact for our clients and those they serve. 

As the longest continuously practicing architecture firm in the GKC area, the firm offers masterplanning, 
architecture and design; interior design, structural engineering and, architectural environmental graphic design 
services. The studio and its professionals have been honored to receive recognition from its clients’ industries  
and the architecture and business community—receiving numerous local, regional, national and international 
awards. Hollis + Miller Architects designed the first LEED-certified elementary, middle and high schools in  
Kansas and Missouri. Most recently, the Council of Educational Facility Planners (CEFPI) honored the firm with 
one of nine 2014 international project of distinction awards given for the firm’s design of Joplin Soaring Heights + 
East Middle School.

Michelle Chavey, AIA, CEFPI 
Associate 
Hollis + Miller Architects

Michelle Chavey is an associate at Hollis + Miller Architects and is a client leader in our public K-12 studio with 
ten years of experience. She is an educational planner and is preparing to pursue her planner certification this 
year. Michelle has had the pleasure of working with a variety of educational clients over the past decade, 
engaging with them during the initial community planning efforts and continuing those relationships through 
the first day of school and beyond. Her focus on collaborative learning environments, backed with research in 
education and learning styles allows her to have meaningful conversations with educators while translating that 
into successful projects with the design team. Internally, she is working to build a firm wide knowledge base 
focused on educational concepts to continue to enhance the depth of design in learning environments. She 
believes that as well informed designers, we have the opportunity to positively impact kids, staff and 
communities. Michelle is a member of the American Institute of Architects. She has bachelor of architecture 
from Kansas State University in Manhattan, Kan. and a master’s in architecture management from the 
University of Kansas. 




