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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Park Hill School District’s LEAD Innovation Studio is anything
but a traditional high school, pushing the boundaries of teaching
and learning while building collaborative learning communities.
Born out of a master plan identifying the need for additional
high school space, without the cost and footprint of an entire
high school, the brand-new program immerses students in a
self-driven, project-based learning program with the support of
mentors in a flexible, professional environment. Arriving at the
building through the hillside of trees, the immediate perception
is not one of a school, but rather a professional building meant to
focus on autonomy and give students a hold of their own learning
experience (a main district goal) while preparing them to positively
impact an ever-evolving world.
Inside, the building redefines the standards of traditional learning,
as it does not function like a traditional high school – no art room,
media center, teacher-owned classrooms, etc. Rather, the building
boasts flexible labs and learning spaces, open corridors for display,
breakout spaces, multi-purpose commons, outdoor study areas,
presentation spaces and more. The integration of digital, analog
and flexible spaces at various sizes enables students to design
their learning experience within the parameters of mentorship
and provides resources for every student. Operable walls, flexible
furniture and more allow students a sense of choice in learning.
The hyper-efficient building, certified LEED Silver, sits on a tight
footprint (75% less than a typical high school) to minimize site
disturbance and maximize the connection to nature. Every square
foot of the building is a learning space and through purposeful
design, each space offers views to the outdoors integrating interior
and exterior spaces and providing daylighting. Patios and balconies
also serve as outdoor classrooms and study spaces. Learning is
on display throughout the building and the materials used were
chosen for multi-purpose capabilities.

What is most exciting about the space is how everywhere you go in the
building, you see learning on display – whether that is the end product
of student work in display cases, or the interaction amongst students as
they work collaboratively to solve problems.

Dr. Ryan Stanley
Principal, LEAD Innovation Studio

LEAD served as a “testing ground” for learning in the rest of the
district. Following the success of the intentional flexibility and
collaboration spaces, the district is now repurposing commons
and media centers in its other buildings to follow suit. The
mastery-based learning approach has impacted the overarching
instructional vision of the district, and the emphasis on learning
communities has impacted students. Students choose to attend
LEAD and have noticed a lack of cliques and social hierarchy.

Scope of Work and Budget:
Completed August 2020
70,000 Square Feet
$29 Million
Serves Grades 9-12

scope of work and budget

SCHOOL & COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Geographic Boundary

ABOUT THE COMMUNITY
The Park Hill School District, located in Kansas City, Mo., had a student enrollement of 11,695 in the
2021-22 school year – a .03% increase over the previous year. Based on this number, Park Hill
is the 16th largest district in Missouri, and has shown high student growth in the past 10 years.
Park Hill also ranks first among 12 suburban Kansas City, Mo. school districts in estimated college
graduates or professional degrees within the district population. Total aggregate enrollment in
middle school grades (6-8) and high school grades (9-12) are at historical highs, with overall
population expected to increase 25% in the next 10 years.
Predominantly rural-oriented in the past, the district has steadily changed to a more suburban type
district, blending both residential and commercial growth. Approximately 43% of the school district
lies within the city limits of Kansas City, Missouri. There are seven other incorporated communities:
Parkville, Lake Waukomis, Houston Lake, Northmoor, Riverside, Platte Woods, Weatherby Lake,
and the unincorporated communities of Waldron and Platte County.

SUPPORTING DISTRICT GOALS
The Park Hill School District engaged community members and outlined criteria and goals in its
long-range master plan and five-year strategic plan to focus on student success. Each of these
components and criteria is reflected in the new spaces at LEAD Innovation Studio which provides
a welcoming, safe environment encouraging collaoration, project-based learning, autonomous
learning and more to prepare students to positively impact the community and become successful.
Goal 1: Each Student will graduate college, career and life ready.
Measure 1: college and career readiness index
Measure 2: social-emotional learning index
Measure 3: 21st century skills assessment
Goal 2: Ensure success for all students, regardless of background.
Measure 1: access and opportunity index
Measure 2: college and career readiness index

K-12 Student Enrollment

COMMUNITY CLIMATE
The district examined the community’s needs for years before taking action, working through master planning processes and working with stakeholders and community members to
determine key factors that would shape and impact the new program. Presentations included open community forums, economic development council, school board, city planning
committees and more. In the spring of 2015, the board of education adopted a plan to add classroom space for high school programming. Community forums were held, teachers were
engaged to understand needs and curriculum, and students were engaged and observed to determine how the building could best support learning. The focus began with the concept of
building student success from day one – this new program would provide equal opportunities for all students and instill a sense of ownership from the day they step foot in the building.
Design of the building needed to support the ever-evolving curriculum and community of students. The LEAD Innovation Center recognizes that learning is not a one-size-fit-all solution,
and in turn offers numerous learning spaces immersed throughout the building, not just taking place within the four walls of a typical classroom.
The building and surrounding site is truly utilized by the surrounding community as a a whole. Walking trails lead students into the wooded area, where ecosystem studies can be
incorporated. Not far down the hill is an elementary school where students and families can be found traversing to and from. Community input led to the small footprint of the building,
allowing for preservation of surrounding forestry and native plants. Feedback from district staff shows that the new learning environment is truly a source of pride for students, parents
and community members alike.

Upper Commons

SPECIAL CHALLENGES & SOLUTIONS
One challenge faced was the fact that the building was being designed at the same time as the
program and curriculum. Our team increased engagement and collaboration to iterate and build
spaces maximizing flexibility to fit varying needs. The outcome of flexible learning labs and breakout
spaces rather than traditional classrooms has complemented the curriculum and allowed the
program the opportunity to continue evolving to best fit student needs.
The site and budget posed additional challenges, designing an atypical high school on an atypical
site. Focusing on the feel of the building, we pivoted our exercises, presentations, zoning, massing
and more to act on the community’s sensitivity to the location. We commissioned teams to conduct
archaeological studies, a wetlands study, a cultural analysis review and more to maintain the integrity
of the natural site and work with the community. The building fits into a tight footprint to minimize
disturbance and build a connection to the outdoors.

footprint than
75% smaller
traditional high school

EDUCATIONAL ENVIRONMENT

The designed environment sets the tone for learning the minute you
walk through the front doors. Learning is on display in every corner, and
students truly have ownership in the building and in their education.
Dr. Jeanette Cowherd
Superintendent, Park Hill School District

Entry Commons

EDUCATIONAL VISION
LEAD: Lead, Empower, Aspire, Dream
The new LEAD building created an opportunity for the district to innovate through discovery,
both for students and the community. The vision for the program was a grounded, rigorous
curriculum providing opportunities for community-based, client-connected projects and a
different option for students. Intentional flexibility and collaboration spaces help students
develop key future-ready skills such as teamwork and communication, while also offering
them a choice in their learning environment. At the same time, flexible learning labs offer
educators a choice in their teaching community.

PLANNING PROCESS
The district needed a solution for growth beyond its current capacity, but didn’t have a large enough need for an entire new high school. Through co-creation and a long-range planning
process with extensive community engagement sessions, surveys, etc., the team began a journey of exploring spaces to relieve crowding and looked at programs from across the country,
PROGRAMMING CONCLUSIONS
including building tours, to find out what could work well in the Park Hill community.

Park Hill staff worked with the design team to diagram a typical morning, lunch and
22
afternoon to understand how the day is divided between project-based learning and
personalized learning time, and how it looks differently for each student.

Student Observation + Engagement
The LEAD program was in a temporary leased space during the design process where the design
team was able to observe and conduct hands-on activities with students and staff. One major
challenge to this project was the ongoing development of the curriculum and program while
the building was being designed. To better understand how to work most efficiently, curriculum
iterations, schedule iterations, and student responses were monitored to inform the design of the
new building. Flexibility and professional spaces were identified as key needs, while being able to
use spaces as tools without being prescriptive of behaviors.

FLEXIBILITY & FURNITURE
Designed to maximize flexibility, learning labs incorporate operable walls and flexible furniture. This offers educators an option for various lessons, and also provides students with a choice in
their learning environment. Given the autonomous nature of the project-based curriculum, collaboration spaces of various sizes were a must to accommodate various learning styles.

Collaboration Area

Learning Lab

Flexible Learning Lab

Upper Commons

SUPPORTING CURRICULUM THROUGH DESIGN
The LEAD Innovation Center is unique in that the curriculum and structure were being determined at the same
time as the new building was being designed. Through designing the building itself as a learning tool, the
learning environment can support the changing needs of curriculum for years to come. Learning is on display
throughout every corridor, with glass walls and operable doors, as well as built-in display shelving that still
allows onlookers to see through to the flexible learning lab beyond.

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

SITE PLAN
1990

A primary project goal was to minimize site disturbance as much as possible. A three-story building was designed to
minimize the footprint, and bussing allows the 700-person school to only need 250 parking spots.

1996
2002

These images show
the progression of the
forestation on the land
from 1990 to 2018. The
team chose the area with
the least amount of trees
to develop the new site.
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DESIGN SOLUTION
As intended, nothing about LEAD is conventional. It is a professional setting focusing on giving students a hold
of their own learning experiences. The exterior does not look like a high school, and does not function like a high
school, but rather provides resources for students to drive their own autonomous experience with the support of
mentors. Students still receive a well-rounded experience with arts, athletics, and more at their home high school,
but LEAD provides project-based learning communities they cannot find at their standard school. Classrooms are
designed as learning labs, and flexible furniture and customizable breakout spaces allow students to configure
their own teams or study independently.
The concept was developed from the idea of an airplane. The bend of the building lends itself to outdoor views
and connects students and educators to nature throughout the day, while also keeping the perpendicular
relationship of the commons to the academic wings.

Admin Reception

Corridor & Display Showcase
Corridor & Display Showcase

BREATHE CONCEPT
In addition to the bending corridors, a “breathe” concept was a defining part of the design, as the building
was thoughtfully planned to allow ample daylighting and circulation throughout the building. Active corridors
put learning on display and provide additional learning space while daylight permeates the commons,
bringing light throughout the building. Operable walls and flexible furniture allow spaces to flex as needed.

Collaboration Areas

Commons
Operable walls allow the space to open up to the multi-purpose space for
additional activities or close off for small group needs.

CONNECTION TO NATURE
Every part of the building has a view of the outdoors, offering a
serene, calming sense to the environment. Outdoor balconies
and patios offer nontraditional learning spaces, while surrounding
trails give students the opportunity to reflect and exercise during
the day. The surrounding connections to nature have allowed the
school to forge relationships and learning opportunities with the
Missouri Department of Conservation and KC Water to learn about
the ecosystem, and have partnered with the City of Kansas City for
students to be involved in the plan to become carbon neutral.

DETERMINING THE BIODIVERSITY
During science class, students learned about
the ecosystem by gathering data on plant and
animal life around the building. Rita Crocker
with the Missouri Master Naturalist program
assisted the students.

SUSTAINABLE DESIGN
Achieving LEED v4 certification, the biophilic design of the building
blends interior and exterior spaces with ample daylighting and
connections to nature. From nearly every point in the building,
users have a view of the outdoors where the entire surrounding
landscape is native plants. Energy efficiency and air quality were
important topics throughout the design, and the small building
footprint – smaller than a typical elementary school – minimized site
disturbance. The team also studied water filtration and designed
termination points to connect and disperse water.

RESULTS OF THE PROCESS & PROJECT
UNEXPECTED RESULTS
Throughout the two years that LEAD has been open, facilitators have noticed a number of unexpected results
and achievements. The building and curriculum impact the future of educational delivery in the district, and
the collaboration-based learning environment has led to a cohesive, welcoming environment for all students.
Gender-neutral bathrooms can be found on the main floor of the building, ensuring privacy and safety for
all students. The connectivity evident in the building brings students together, ultimately leading to a lack of
cliques and bullying.

Students turn every surface and space of the building into
a learning tool. The choice-based learning program means
that each student has a desire to actively participate in
their own education, and that any student in the district
has the opportunity to apply for admission at the LEAD
Innovation Studio.

Commons

COST EFFECTIVENESS
LEAD is a hyper-efficient building at 100 square feet per student, and capitalizes on flexibility to maximize space. Boasting a very
high learning square foot to gross square foot ratio, the building cost much less than a traditional third high school would have cost,
and provides parity for students at the other high schools as well as maximizes the resources at other schools. Focusing on biophilic
design, the materials were chosen purposefully for easy maintenance and multi-purpose capabilities.

ADVANCING INNOVATIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS
LEAD is an unconventional building housing an innovative program. The professional setting is meant to impact the students’ mindset to prepare for the future and facilitate skill
development outside of what would be found in a typical high school. The program is also an experimental way to teach – having facilitators rather than teachers with owned
classrooms. The entire project is a testing ground for a new way of doing things, and the district embracing change is, in and of itself, innovation. After the first year in use, many
concepts from LEAD are rippling through the district into other schools and programs, effectively evolving learning communities.

Students practiced client-ready presentations after
conducting research projects with local companies.

Forensic Science class learned about
fingerprinting from local officers.

Students determined the moles of calcium carbonate
needed to write their names using sidewalk chalk.

Students using trigonometry and functions to solve
various steps of a scavenger hunt.

Accelerated chemistry students studied the reactions in
automobile airbags and put their stoichiometry skills to
work determining the correct proportions of vinegar and
baking soda to inflate bags. The bags were wrapped
around eggs and dropped simulating car airbags.

Virtual meeting with the City of Kansas City assisting
in the development of the city’s long range plan and
presenting to city planners.

“It really feels more like a community here. I don’t have
to worry about the social hierarchy and the cliques at
LEAD like at other schools.”
– LEAD Student

