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“The long-term prosperity of Tribal Nations like the Gila River Indian Community depends on the 
education and retention of their citizens/members. Adequate education on or near their homes, 
located on tribal lands, is an essential component for them to become a part of the Community 
workforce and be productive Community citizens and leaders.  

Having members leaving the Community, 
relocating for education or economic opportunity, 
is part of the downward spiral that many Tribal 
Nations struggle with on a daily basis. 
This exodus undermines the viability of native groups, irreparably eroding of strong family 
and community connections, damaging the perpetuation of language, cultural practices and 
traditions that are the fundamental fabric to these communities.”

–  Testimony given by Governor Stephen Roe Lewis to the US House of Representatives  
Committee on Appropriations, Subcommittee on Interior, Environment  
and Related Agencies.  
May 10, 2018
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The Gila River Indian Community  
(GRIC or Community) is home to members 
of the Akimel O’otham (Pima) and the  
Pee-Posh (Maricopa) tribes.  
 
The Community currently has 20,717 
enrolled members, with approximately 
13,000 living across 584 square miles of 
Reservation lands.

Working to address fundamental 
objectives around self-determination, 
cultural preservation, social equity 
and economic resiliency, the Gila 
River Indian Community’s Casa Blanca 
Community School was intended to be 
an educationally vibrant and inclusive 
environment, designed to support and 
educate students of all abilities. 

The Gila River sought a dynamic place to 
welcome and engage students, families 
and the broader Community; a school with 
programmatic offerings of educational and 
cultural significance; and a place that will 
honor and preserve the language, stories and 
traditions of the Community. GRIC leaders 
engaged with the elders and artists to create a 
place that embodies their desire to uplift and 
strengthen their community through  
the education of their children.

This project was the product of a 
groundbreaking agreement spearheaded 
by the Community and negotiated with 
the US Department of the Interiors 
Bureau of Indian Affairs/Bureau of Indian 
Education (BIA/BIE). This model may be 
a pathway to solving the crisis in school 
construction in Indian Country and the 
multi-generational failure of BIA schools 
to provide appropriately for American 
Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) populations.

Preface

project vision:  Prepare students for global readiness, maintaining the Community’s Akimel O’otham Ñeo’ok and Himdag cultures. 
key qualities:  Welcoming, Inspiring, Connected, Unique, Culturally Aware, Flexible, Dignified, Awesome
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The Casa Blanca Community School is the second new 
educational facility completed by the The Gila River 
Indian Community and serves residents from  
District 5, which is primarily made up of Akimel 
O’otham. The school was enabled by leveraging an 
unused 1988 amendment - Section 105(l) - to the 1975 
Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance 
Act (ISDEAA) , PL 93-638. This amendment provides 
the ability for tribes and tribal organizations to lease 
tribal facilities to the Secretary of the Interior for the 
operation of programs contracted under ISDEAA.

From 2017-2019, the Gila River Indian Community 
began discussions and successfully negotiated 
an agreement with the BIA for the GRIC to self 
fund construction of a new elementary School, the 
Gila Crossing Community School, and to achieve 
reimbursement through a lease (facility operation 
cost) agreement. This arrangement allowed the 
Community to remove students from a structurally, 
environmentally and educationally unsound building 
a decade before funding would have been in place 
through BIA/BIE channels ( potential 15-20 years 
before any construction would have taken place). This 
groundbreaking agreement enabled the GRIC to 
have agency and control over all aspects of planning, 
design and construction of the Gila Crossing School.

This model may provide a pathway to solving the 
crisis in school construction in Indian Country and the 
multi-generational failure of BIA schools to provide 
for these vulnerable populations.

The Casa Blanca Community School addresses the 
unique context of the Gila River Indian Community,  
a Tribal Nation located in the desert southwest.  
It creates a sustainable, ecologically sensitive and 
culturally appropriate environment that educates 
learners of all abilities. The school, designed in 
respectful collaboration with the Community and with 
a high degree of reverence for the land, ecosystem and 
resources, utilizes a program inspired by agriculture 
and the natural environment to deliver a robust 
program of interdisciplinary and hands-on learning to 
students. All spaces and places in the school, whether 
indoor or outdoor, are available and active parts of the 
learning environment.  

The school’s organization, form 
and features draw inspiration 
from practices and traditions 
that have sustained the Tribe  
in this place over millennia.
 
The school embodies the values and priorities of 
the Community and was designed to empower their 
efforts to chart their own path of resiliency and  
self-determination.

Working around the challenge of a May 2020 project 
initiation, multiple design charrettes and sustainability 
workshops were held with a range of stakeholders. 
Due to pandemic restrictions, these were structured 
as both socially distanced in-person activities and 
fully virtual workshops. The project’s vision, desired 
qualities and overall inspiration were set during these 
meetings and remained the fundamental guide for 
decision making throughout. A process of ongoing 
engagement with a smaller group of stakeholders, 
including elders, helped ensure the school represented 
the voices of not only the current Community but of 
ancestors and future generations.

The Community’s prior project, the Gila Crossing 
Community School, is a PreK-8 serving 700 students 
that was designed and delivered within 12 months by 
the same architectural team. Lessons learned and the 
trust and respect established among team members 
on Gila Crossing became the foundation for making 
prudent and balanced decisions that kept the project 
on schedule AND put the Community and student’s 
needs first.

Completed for the 2021/2022 school year, the school 
was only partially occupied during it’s first year of 
operation. Having been heavily impacted by COVID-19, 
many GRIC families chose to have their children 
educated remotely. The school reopened for the 
2022/23 school year and welcomed all students back 
for in-person learning.

Executive Summary
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casa blanca community school  
Bapchule, Arizona

scope of work

student population  
600 students, Grades K-6
District 5 on the Gila River Indian Community, 
primarily Akimel O’otham (Pima) 

site and context
10 acres of undeveloped reservation lands
36 miles from downtown Phoenix
Desert climate, rural location

stakeholder engagement
Virtual and in person (meetings were held in keeping 
with CDC guidelines and Tribal Health Policies) with 
School Board, members of Tribal Council, elders, 
teachers, administrators and public safety officials)

sustainability LEED Silver (pending) 

Habitat conservation, biodiversity, preservation of all 
native existing planting. All site storm water managed 
(collected, treated and reused on site)

MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG

design & presentations
Including Native Artwork Locations 
& Cultural Theming

may 13 kickoff
Workshop w/ limited audience  
(due to COVID)
Existing Facility Walk-Through
Concepts and Inspiration

may 28 – june 6 design workshop meetings
Open to the Gila River Community, Council Members, 
Elders, Teachers, Community Police & Fire

october 10 
ground breaking 
event

august 7  
virtual grand opening  

ceremony

design updates
Furniture Layouts, Final Design 
Elements, Playground…

CONSTRUCTION

2020 2021

Scope of Work (summary) Project Schedule

june 30 
certificate of 
substantial 
completion
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july 6
move–in
begins

type New Construction
size 102,400 square feet

delivery method Construction Manager at Risk
schedule type Fast track

budget Owner requires that all 
financial data be withheld

eui 34.6 kBtu/sqft/year
pv power avg. 30% of demand



The economic, social, educational, and health inequities 
affecting these groups are rooted in the long history 
of harmful Indian policies that included uprooting 
communities from homelands and disruption of social 
structures; bans on cultural practices and language; 
forced removal from tribal lands and relocation to 
government mandated reservations. 

The Indian Civilization Fund Act of 1819 ushered in 
one of the most notorious of the U.S. government’s 
assimilation policies, the Indian boarding-school era, 
which lasted from 1810 until 1969. Indian children were 
taken from their families with the intention of stripping 
them of their culture, language and identity. 

These facilities, 408 schools over 37 states, 
implemented a systematic and military style program 
of cultural erasure including the use of physical, 
sexual, cultural and spiritual abuse and neglect. It is 
presently unknown how many children died while under 
the government’s care. Many of those who survived 
live with chronic physical disease, depression and 
unresolved grief. 

The results of these policies across American Indian/
Alaska Native (AI/AN) communities have been 
profoundly destructive, including undercutting of Tribal 
sovereignty and disempowerment of Tribal governments; 
disconnection from cultural knowledge, identity and 
culture; and devaluing Indigenous ways of knowing. 

Background and Context
english language arts 

performance

59%

25%

14%

2% 1%66%
24%

9%

math
performance

3%52%

15%

science
performance

Indian Education under the BIA/BIE

Despite the urgent need for school construction funding, budgets 
do not even begin to meet the needs across Indian Country.
The Bureau of Indian Affairs is one of the eleven bureaus 
under the jurisdiction of U.S. Department of the Interior. 
The BIA provides service to 574 Federally recognized 
tribes serving a population of approximately 2.5 million. 

The 1972 Indian Education Act was intended to establish 
a comprehensive approach to meeting the unique 
needs of AI/AN students. Under the Bureau of Indian 
Education (BIE), the BIA implements federal Indian 
education programs for roughly 46,000 students at 
183 schools across the United States. Of these schools, 
86 are in poor condition and 73 do not currently have 
funding for replacement or repair. The current deferred 
maintenance backlog is in excess of $825 million. 

AI/AN communities have innate strengths and resilience 
rooted in tribal culture and traditional ways of life.

While approximately 95% of all AI/AN students are 
educated in public schools, BIE schools are the only 
option for many rural communities. 

The BIA is the only education system in the country 
that hasn’t implemented a plan to hold schools 
accountable for student performance. The school 
dropout rate for AI/AN 16- to 24-year-olds has 
consistently been the highest of any ethnic group in 
the nation. The U.S. Department of Education has 
been issuing warnings to the agency since 2007 that 
it is under performing.  

metrics: U.S. Bureau of Indian Education  
Annual Bureau Report Card School Year 2018–2019
Enrollment: 22,611 students / On–Time Graduates: 68%

exceeded standard met standard nearly met standard not yet met standard

image: Students outside the headmaster house, Carlisle Indian Industrial School, Carlisle, PA , 1888
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The Gila River Indian Community reservation, located 
south of Phoenix, Arizona, is organized into seven 
geographic areas, called Districts. 

The GRIC have developed successful commercial 
interests over the last 20 years, including tribal 
gaming enterprises. These ventures have enabled 
the Community to provide significantly improved 
services to their tribal members. With financial, 
organizational and political resources in place, tribal 
leadership reached consensus that investments 
around education would become a strategic avenue 
to address a range of issues within the Community. 

In January 2017, the GRIC approach the Bureau of 
Indian Education on possible alternative funding 
mechanisms to replace BIE-funded schools not 
currently on the construction priority list. By 
November, the first discussions were held around 
potential scenarios, with the Community putting the 

Gila Crossing Community School (GCCS) forward as 
an ideal candidate for consideration.

The Community’s advocacy resulted in an agreement 
for the GRIC to fund the cost of construction on 
replacement of Gila Crossing and to lease back the 
facility to the BIE through a non-traditional lease 
arrangement. Development on this model, based on 
Section 105(l) of the ISDEAA, provides a pathway for 
other recognized AI/AN communities - with adequate 
financial resources of their own - to undertake tribal 
service projects.

Losing no time, the Community retained a team to 
deliver the new GCCS within a 12 month schedule and 
using a Design/Build delivery methodology. The project 
design team led a multi-day, on-site programming 
process that included engagement and consensus 
building with Community officials, educators, students, 
parents, first responders, elders and artists. 

Despite the highly accelerated planning, design and 
construction process, the owner, stakeholders and 
design team were to build a significant level of trust and 
mutual respect. After completion, in July 2019, the GRIC 
began to quickly consider urgent needs related to the 
Casa Blanca Community School. 

In April of 2020, with COVID beginning to impact 
communities across the globe, the GRIC made the 
determination that they would move forward with the 
project and decided to bring on board their architect 
from Gila Crossing. With 1 month to mobilize, the 
design team organized the first series of meetings 
that would lay the groundwork for establishing the 
specific requirements, context, vision and objectives 
for the project. The team would have 14 months to 
meet expectations for full delivery of the project.

casa blanca
community school

gila crossing  
community school

The Gila River Indian Community

casa blanca 
community school
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gila crossing community school 2018 existing conditions

casa blanca community school 2018 existing conditions

“The Community has one BIE school that is on the 
school construction priority list, however, it is 
still projected to take years before that school 
construction will be completed. While that process 
continues, two other BIE-funded schools in the 
Community, Gila Crossing Community School and 
Casa Blanca Community School, remain in disrepair 
with no plan to address the construction deficiencies 
of these schools. 

Delays to the replacement of structurally-deficient 
BIE schools has created a dangerous environment 
that threatens the ability of our students to receive 
the 21st century education that they deserve. The 
long-term prosperity of the Community depends  
on the education and retention of our citizens.

The long-term prosperity of the Community depends 
on the education and retention of our citizens.
Recognizing the reality that the Community faces, 
much like the rest of Indian Country, the Community 
has vowed to make education a priority. We are 
committed to finding a solution to this pervasive 
problem of lack of school construction dollars and 
propose in this testimony a path forward for our 
Community that can also serve as a model for other 
tribes to replicate.”

–  Governor Stephen Roe Lewis  

May 10, 2018
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A formal educational specification was not provided to 
the team, however the 2019 Casa Blanca Community 
School Program Request User Document helped to 
create context and a foundational for consideration 
and further dialogue. Many of the aspects identified as 
priorities were directly reflected and incorporated into 
the school’s design. The document described elements 
for which the existing school was known: parent 
engagement; commitment to GRIC culture, language, 
history and government; a strong Gifted Education 
program; and a determination to provide an outstanding 
and family inclusive special education program. 

Information included current and projected enrollment 
data, delineation of existing core and non-core programs, 
and future/desired core and non-core programs. The 
document provided additional insight with a stakeholder 
visioning matrix, which summarizing interests and 
priorities of the school board, administration, staff, 
students and parents.

initial engagement  
The project commenced on May 13 2020, during 
the early stages of the COVID-19 outbreak. The 
project kick off and charrette process employed 
virtual and socially distanced workshops with 
select stakeholders, including officials, elders, 
administrators, educators, artists and first 
responders. The team adapted tools and methods to 
maximize the quality and value of these interactions.

The following is a sample agenda for  
the June 8th stakeholder workshop: 
morning activities
presentation on next generation schools 
and 21st century learning to establish a 
common understanding on best practices and 
environments that support contemporary teaching 
and learning.
 
virtual site walk 
Discuss opportunities and challenges, potential for 
development and possible placement of various 
program components. Information shared about 
environmental, historic and cultural concerns.
 
tour of gila crossing community school 
Stakeholders view the newly completed school in 
order to ask questions and understand the qualities 
of the space and features of the campus.
 
afternoon activities
guiding principles Moderated discussion on 
culture of the existing school, aspirations for the 
new school, experiential qualities for students, 
teachers and parents and to how best support 
teaching and learning.
 
working session Initial discussion around 
cultural considerations turned into review of 
site and building planning diagrams. Feedback 
and direction on early concepts including site 
characteristics, programmatic relationships, core/
shared spaces, building orientation and traffic flow, 
and community access.

Community Engagement

casa blanca community 
school stakeholder visioning 

(multiple votes)
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All Signage, building names etc. should be in O’otham 
first and larger than English Subtitles.  
All gardens and play areas will be named in O’otham.

x x x x

Parent Center with cooking and traditional arts area x x x x
Additional Culture and Language Classrooms x x x x
Traditional Singing and Dancing/Performance Area x x x x x
Multiple Teacher/Staff meeting areas w/ integrated 
technology for webinars and online training x x x
School Board Meeting Room w/ audio / visual capability 
similar to Sacaton Dist. w/ chairs for community x x
Sensory sidewalks and hallways x x x
A school with Windows; bay windows at the east & west x x x x x
Family and Child Education Center w/ parent meeting 
space, Preschool, Adult Education computer lab for 20 
Adults and FACE staff offices located near kindergarten

x x x x

Classrooms with: windows, sinks, display areas, smart 
boards and storage x x x x
A quiet reflection space where staff/students can sit 
quietly (Grieving Room / A Place to Think) x x x x x
Intervention room for students with an area for  
in-school suspension and lunch detention x x x

What Three Words 
Describe Your Vision for 
a new school campus?

inclusive
welcoming

inspiring

culture awareness

culturally aware

universal design

engaging

creative
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v
a
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v
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e
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m
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entrepreneurial
fun

cultural awareness
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Project Vision: Prepare Students 
for global readiness, maintaining 
the Community’s Akimel O’otham 
Ñeo’ok and Himdag cultures.
 
“Akimel O’otham is the name the people of Gila River 
call themselves. 

Ñeo’ok is the word for language and the meaning 
language carries. It is the power of words to create the 
world in which we exist. The language carries more than 
just information. The language is the vehicle for Himdag.

Himdag is the way of being in the world. What is 
valued and precious. The way of life. In English we 
would say culture. But it carries a much deeper and 
more philosophical meaning. Himdag includes all 
relationships a human may have... with family, the 
desert, the animals, the crops, the weather, water, 
food. It grounds a child in how to live in the world, 
expressing generosity, gratitude, care for others. It 
describes who and what are family and what that 
means. It is all the roles and relationships and guides 
how those interactions should take place. It is the 
history, the stories, that are used to ground a child.

To maintain these cultures and identity is to build 
resilience. Resilience is key to Gila River overcoming 
historical and economic trauma and being the thriving, 
sovereign people they are.”

–   Kim Franklin 
Principal, Casa Blanca Community School

Strong engagement with the GRIC’s Cultural Resources 
team, Elders, Educators, and Tribal Staff helped 
establish early consensus the project’s key priorities 
and helped the team gain insight into the practices 
and traditions that have sustained the Akimel O’otham 
over generations in this place. The design team had 
the benefit of recent involvement with many of these 
groups during work on the Gila Crossing School. This 
platform of common experience and mutual respect 
helped owner and team to efficiently navigate an early 
design - supporting resolution on desire vision and 
experiential qualities, completion of the site master 
plan and rapid prototyping of the campus’ organization. 

The shape and characteristics of the Casa Blanca 
campus, the relationships of interior and exterior 
spaces, and the types of visual and experiential 
qualities grew from the specific priorities established in 
the planning/programming process. The earnest desire 
on the part of stakeholders was clearly expressed in the 
key qualities they chose as the measure of the project’s 

success: welcoming, inspiring, connected, unique, 
culturally award, flexible, dignified, awesome. While the 
team embraced the challenge to express tribal values 
and knowledge, and to make the school very much of its 
place, they were also mindful of the mandate to create 
a Next Generation School for 21st Century Learning.

Engagement with a select group of stakeholders, 
including elders, continued throughout the project 
to ensure that the school represented the voices of 
the current community of the ancestors and future 
generations. The ongoing input of these stakeholders 
was of special importance as the non-Native design 
team endeavored to be aware of unintended bias in 
design of the school. 

By questioning assumptions around organizational, 
functional and aesthetic selections, the team 
worked to listen deeply and respond to the specific 
visual, spatial and environmental sensibilities of the 
Community and the Akimel O’otham. 

For native children, placing value on their identity, 
seeing themselves as part of a continuum of time, 
place and culture becomes a way to build self-esteem 
and belonging. The team worked to not presupposed 
solutions and make assumptions about the design 
of this school but instead to continually listen, learn, 
consider, absorb and then, respond.

Research, Ongoing Consensus Building and Engagement

the team gain[ed] insight into the practices and traditions 
that have sustained the Akimel O’otham over generations 
in this place.

workshop and tour at the existing 
casa blanca community school

workshop and tour at the existing 
casa blanca community school

workshop and tour at the new 
gila crossing community school
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Educational Environment
It was determined that the Casa Blanca School’s 
educational vision would be realized through a 
curriculum of hand-on and interdisciplinary learning 
that features instruction in traditional agricultural 
practices. These learning opportunities would become 
the platform to help promote social and emotional 
development, 21st century skills and awareness of 
cultural identity. Among the school’s most urgent 
priorities was to welcome and support all learners; 
to develop positive peer-to-peer and broader 
intergenerational connections; and to encourage 
students on a pathway of self-discovery; and to 
support greater Community resiliency. The team 
worked to activate all areas of the campus and make 
every space a place for teaching and learning. 

The project programming, research and engagement 
process yielded resources and information with direct 
implications for design. The Vision Statement finely 
articulates the need for an approach that considers 
and balances multiple needs and priorities. The 
project’s Key Qualities becomes a tool for considering 
the different experience of students, teachers, 
administrators, families and Community members. 
Each of these audiences was to be represented in the 
design and decision making process, each needed to 
have spaces of welcome, to be inspired and become 
connected. The vision and key qualities became a guide 
for how many aspects of the school needed to function 
and the ways in which the campus environment must 
support fundamental educational goals. 

 

Many of the school’s spaces were required to 
accommodate multiple functions and so a high degree 
of flexibility needed to be incorporated. As the only 
significant community building in the area, the school 
would be design with sustainable power and outfitted 
with the ability to feed, house and cool the community 
in times of need. 

culture building places
 – Gathering space for traditional music and dance
 – Immersion language camps
 – Space for traditional arts including baskets, rattles, 

jewelry and sewing
 – Facilities for traditional cooking and eating
 – Night time storytelling and fire area 

family focused, specialized  
education programs

 – Central location, with a variety of room types
 – Sensory/sensory integration classroom
 – Speech and language rooms
 – Occupational therapy/physical therapy
 – Parent Meeting and resource

Among the school’s most urgent priorities was 
to develop positive peer-to-peer and broader 
intergenerational connections, to encourage 
students on a pathway of self-discovery and  
to support greater Community resiliency.
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Physical Environment

site plan

solar canopiessolar canopies
bus drop-offbus drop-off

central lawn

san tan  
mountain views

sierra estrella
mountain views nelson road (route 76)

orchard

bus parking

monsoon

prevailing
winds

100’

The Casa Blanca Community School is a 
campus that sits on a level, 10-acre site 
within desert surroundings. Using a village-
inspired organization, the school is composed 
of a series of individual buildings that face 
inward and surround a central green space. 
The school’s core spaces are contained in 
a single structure and classroom buildings, 
organized by grade level clusters, open to a 
series of smaller outdoor rooms that provide 
multi-functional spaces for learning, gathering 
and play. Outdoor spaces were designed to 
support formal and informal educational 
encounters and creation of a vibrant  
learning community. 

Design focused largely on targeting resources 
to create the highest benefit for students and 
teachers. The project’s compressed schedule 
necessitated use of readily available local 
materials such as a bearing wall system using 
locally produced CMU. Important gathering 
places were signified by the introduction 
of wooden wall and roof details and were 
intermixed with simplified building forms. 

Concrete masonry units, wood and steel 
compose the primary materials of the campus. 
Steel-frame canopies attached to the CMU 
structures provide shade along walkways 
within and between the classroom blocks. 

main entry
family drop-off
ev charging stations
universal play area
kindergarten courtyard
1st & 2nd grade courtyard 
3rd & 4th grade courtyard
5th & 6th grade courtyard
outdoor classroom
agriculture outdoor area
greenhouse
outdoor cooking
hard surface play area
outdoor stage
staff entry
community entry 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7 
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

1

2
3

4

5
678

9

10

10

11 12

13
14

15

16
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main entry
community entry
admin/main office
library/media center
music
gymnasium
dining
faces - family and child  
education program
sensory classroom, sped  
resource areas
occupational and  
physical therapy
kindergarten
first grade
second grade
third grade
stem / science
commons
fourth grade
fifth grade
sixth grade
outdoor learning
outdoor learning pavilion
language, cultural arts  
& applied arts classrooms
agriculture classroom
greenhouse

1
2
3
4
5
6
7 
8 
 
9 
 

10 

11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20 
21
22 

23
24

1

4

67 5

3

8 8

9

10

11

11

121213

16
15

141819

16
15

21

22

22

2020

24

Floor Plan

2020

language,  language,  
art, culture & art, culture & 

agricultureagriculture

2

6th & 5th grades 4th & 3rd grades  2nd & 1st grades kindergarten & face

Grade level Student Commons feature 
exposed wood timber roof construction, 
butterfly roofs and custom clerestory 
glass windows, with overhead garage-style 
doors that open to outside courtyards and 
educational gardens. 

Designing every space for learning was a key 
element to augmenting available program 
area and maximizing long-term value. Robust 
technology and covered outdoor spaces, 
allow all areas of the campus to be utilized for 
teaching and learning. Incorporating flexible 
fixtures and furnishings and emphasizing 
physical connection and adjacencies enable 
spaces to serve multiple uses, including 
providing opportunities to gather as a wider 
Community.

The school incorporates traditional forms and 
techniques. The Outdoor Classroom Pavilion 
is reminiscent the front porch of a Vathos , an 
ancient building form, and all raised planting 
beds utilize techniques from Sandwich Panel 
Housing. Cultural traditions informed the 
layout of the campus; building forms and 
scale were carefully considered in order to 
relate to students. Intimate interstitial spaces 
and friendly areas for rest and repose were 
provide for the school and to welcome visitors, 
including extended families and elders.

community & administration

100’
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central lawn  
provides gathering 
space and recalls 
central lawn from 
the existing school. 
adjacent spaces 
support gathering by 
the greater community 
for festivals and 
events. 

culture building  
taking pride of place,  
at the center of campus.  
four classrooms 
support integration of 
language, culture, art 
and agriculture. 

outdoor classroom
campus destination 
with design inspired 
by vathos structure. 
traditional planting 
methods surround the 
stucture and frame 
views to the south 
toward lands under 
cultivation.

courtyards  
encourage gathering 
and social interaction. 
learning can happen 
everywhere. artificial 
lawn conserves water. 

 
mobile healthcare 
pad with access to 
power and water to 
accommodate mobile 
dental clinic. meeting 
the mission of the 
school to serve 
families and the  
whole child.

outdoor cooking 
adjacent to 
agriculture classroom 

core spaces 
arrayed along street 
edge and providing 
access to facilities 
by the community. 
separate parking and 
controlled entry.  

east / west axis
responding to cultural 
requriement for east 
facing entry and west 
facing views to sierra 
estrella mountains.

 

playground
universally accessible 
with devices that 
respond to children on 
the autism spectrum 
 
bold artistic 
statements
limited placement 
of outward facing 
windows to address 
climate and safety/
security concerns. 
integration of basket 
patterns into cmu 
relieves severity and 
provides an immediate 
cultural expression. 
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faces program area
located immediately adjacent 
to main entry

canopy
delineates the main entry 
and provides area of shade

wood feature
recalls traditional 
octillo fencing

artwork
features motifs that represent 
the community, agriculture and 
the desert environment 

primary school sign
one of three custom 
mosaics produced by 
community artists 

integrated benches
and generous canopy welcome 
elders and families and 
encourages gathering

operable gates
opened for morning/afternoon  
access to the campus. inspired by  
corn, a traditional o’otham crop.

the school’s entry
was designed to express a warm sense of welcome 
and represents an exciting gateway to learning

main office
glass cube provides 
visibility for 
approaching visitors
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native plantingsstorytelling circle
includes native 
plants and system for 
capturing rainwater

video storytelling wall
provides opportunities 
to share new and dynamic 
cultural content

mural
representing district 5 and agricultural traditions. 
surface activates operable partition between 
cafeteria and gymnasium. 

acoustical panels
wrapped with artwork, panels feature  
native species and o’otham language.

school stage
(behind / out of frame)

sensory walks
campus walkways contain artwork by 
local tribal artists that tell traditional 
stories. used by teachers to encourage 
student movement and support focus.

butterfly roofs
and specialized use of wood 
signify core spaces. clerestory 
windows bring in natural light 
and minimizes glare and heat gain.

rainwater capture
integrated system to capture rain 
during monsoon, celebrating and 
capturing this precious resource.

outdoor stage
facing playground berm. operable 
overhead doors provide access to 
the music room and stage.

community building
creates flexiblity for community events and gathering and 
enables to school to house the community during times of crisis.
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enameled panels
community artist’s representations feature 
animals of special cultural significance

integrated elements
ocotillo fencing with rainchain 
and bench. creating places of 
welcome, respite and gathering.

courtyards
an integrated part of the teaching 
and learning, provide opportunities 
for active and passive learning.

covered walkways
colored coded to support 
each courtyard’s cultural 
theme and provides subtle 
wayfinding cues

artificial lawn
minimizes water consumption and provides a consistent and 
comfortable surface for students to sit.

butterfly roof
helps capture water and celebrates annual monsoon. 

structure responds to and interprets  
traditional tribal forms.

clerestory windows
allow daylight to penetrate interior 
spaces while minimizing solar gain

overhead doors
allows activity to spill 
to the outdoors

rain garden
with native 
plantings

school signage
prioritizes the use of o’otham language first, 
with english second.
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flexible spaces
support team teaching and 
project based learning.

student artwork
on display

flexible furniture
creates an agile space that responds 
to the immediate and changing needs 
of teaching and learning

teacher room
with visibility
to commons

overhead doors
allow learning to move 
seamlessly from interior 
to exterior spaces

maker and stem classroom
operable doors create seamless connection between commons, 
stem classroom and agriculture classroom. overhead power and 
flexible furnishings. solar tubes minimize the need for lighting. 

custom metal sculpture
filters light from 
clerestory windows. 
student artwork 
creates a strong  
visual band and draws 
the eye upward.

robust & ubiquitous 
technology
supports both virtual 
and in person teaching 
and learning.
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operable garage door
to science and maker space

outdoor spaces
provide opportunities 
for culturally relevant, 
hands on learning 

traditional waffle beds
provide hands on experience with 
tribal agricultural practices

agriculture classroom
east and west overhead doors 

provide cross ventilation. students 
move freely between classroom, 

greenhouse and planting areas

agriculture area
maintained using 
recaptured 
rainwater

structure inspired by traditional vathos
structure provides shade. tables, chalk board, 
water fountain and wireless technology create 
a fully functioning educational space.

raised beds
based on sandwich house construction. 
designed by community members using mud.

all ground level and raised 
beds have been designed to 
allow for universal access

page 18



Cultural Integration and Artwork Program

The design team collaborated with the Community’s 
Cultural Committee and Community Elders on 
development of a meaningful program of storytelling 
and visual expression. Artwork came from over 20 
Community artists and incorporate a wide variety of 
mediums The program was highly integrated into the 
project’s design and deliberately curated to create a 
range of experiences and moments across the campus. 
These ubiquitous expressions serve to root students in 
this place connect students to generations before and 
generations who are yet to come.

Artwork came from over 20 Community artists and incorporate 
a wide variety of mediums. The program was highly integrated 
into the project’s design and deliberately curated to create a 
range of experiences and moments across the campus.

Laser-cut oculi representing traditional basket 
patterns cast shadows at key pedestrian intersections, 
connecting students to the natural cycle of the planet 
and their own cultural heritage.

Traditional structures - the outdoor learning pavilion 
is a destination for shade, gathering and learning with 
form that interprets the traditional vatho structure.

Artists mosaics - each unique and exquisitely crafted 
- are featured in three prominent locations around the 
campus, including the main entry.

Drawings and ceramic tile displays by students, 
teachers, and families are displayed alongside the 
work of the professional tribal artists.

page 19



community & administration

55thth & 6 & 6thth

gradesgrades
33rdrd & 4 & 4thth

gradesgrades
11stst & 2 & 2ndnd

gradesgrades face &face &
kindergartenkindergarten

red tail hawk kit fox cottontail sandpiper

roadrunner

Animal Species of Cultural Significance  
to the community are symbolically assigned to each of the five distinct 
learning areas on campus, drawing inspiration for material selections 
from each animal’s distinct habitat. 

Traditional Pima & Maricopa Indian Basket Patterns  
are expressed on large expanses of masonry wall and in oculi that are open to the sky.

mural inside the community entry lobby. this mural features images of the 
people, practices and landscape of gila river indian community’s district 5. 

sensory walk and exterior murals. telling  
stories about the land, animals and environment.

Murals, mosaics, sculptures, and metalwork immerse students in the stories, language and accomplishments of their culture.
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Health and Wellness
In general, AI/AN people experience a greater range of 
health challenges when compared to other Americans. 
Cultural differences, inadequate education, higher 
rates of poverty, and misalignment and discrimination 
in the delivery of services have resulted in lower life 
expectancy and the burden of chronic disease. AI/AN 
mortality is linked at higher rates than other Americans 
in categories of chronic liver disease, diabetes, 
unintentional injuries, assault/homicide, intentional self-
harm/suicide and chronic lower respiratory diseases. 
The Gila River Indian Community has the highest rates 
of diabetes in all of Indian Country, approximately 50% 
of total membership. Issues around health and wellness 
are of urgent and immediate importance.

Equity in resources and access are linked to fundamental 
questions around inclusion and respect for differing 
world views. Interest groups documenting and advocating 
around these issues recommend a holistic approach 
to health and wellness that considers perspectives 
encompassing the notion of connectedness (with the 
past and with others), strong family bonds, adaptability, 
affinity with nature, wisdom of elders, meaningful 
traditions and a formation of a strong, resilient spirit. 

project strategies  
curriculum 
The School’s focus on agriculture is used to teach 
traditional and sustainable practices and as a way to 
make learning real and alive for students. Learning also 
focuses on health, nutrition, wellness, physical activity 
and traditional meal preparation as a way to instill 
good habits and self respect. The program supports 
addressing a range of issues that include obesity, 
substance abuse, social disconnection and diabetes. 

access the project includes a range of programs, 
features and strategies, including:

Classroom amplification. Native children have 3 
times higher rates of chronic otitis media, which can 
cause hearing loss. Sound amplification systems 
and acoustical treatments have been incorporated 
throughout the school. 

Family context. Addressing broader issues that may 
affect student success, the school’s FACES program 
is dedicated to equipping parents and caregivers with 
knowledge and resources to prepare their children for 
a stronger start in life and greater success in school. 

Special Needs. As with many communities in Indian 
Country, the GRIC have a significant population of 
students with increased or specialized needs. The 
school incorporates a sensory classroom, SPED 
resource areas and an OT/PT therapy suite. 

language
Many AI/AN communities equate language with 
culture, and culture as fundamental to existence. 
Unique and contextual, the native language of 
O’otham is taught at the school and used throughout 
the facility as a rich and potent reminder of identity, 
connection through generations and belonging in this 
landscape. All signage prioritizes the use of O’otham, 
with English used secondarily.

validation and enrichment
A wide ranging cultural integration and artwork 
program has been implemented throughout the 
school. Curated to create a range of experiences 
and moments across the campus, these ubiquitous 
expressions serve to instill cultural knowledge and 
foster a deep sense of belonging. 
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Sustainability

Much like health and wellness, a nuanced and multi-
layered approach to sustainability became one of the 
key features of the Casa Blanca project. The project’s 
approach to sustainability included both conventional 
methodologies and cultural interpretations. The 
project integrates pragmatic architectural and 
engineering approaches to meeting the goal of LEED 
Silver. Additional strategies address the unique desert 
environment and the specific context of the Community. 

The project is responsive to the American Institute of 
Architects Design Framework which defines principles 
for good design in the 21st century. The School has 
been designed to achieve LEED Silver certification; the 
application is currently under review by the USGBC.

Casa Blanca incorporates responsible and wide 
ranging strategies around sustainability and speaks 
to the priorities of education and the needs of the 
wider Community. 

ecosystems and water
Accomplished engineers and stewards of the 
environment, respect for land and management  
of water is a deeply embedded part of the 
Community’s identity. 

 – In the desert climate rainfall is low and limited 
mainly to the annual monsoon. Roof water is 
captured, stored, and used to irrigate planting 
areas. Butterfly roofs and rain-chains mark 
important campus locations and celebrate the 
rain as a kinetic element. 

 – Annual rainwater flow across the site was preserved 
through a series of channels that redirect water 
around the site to maintain current flow rates. 
Limiting living lawn area to a single central space 
reduced the need for potable irrigation water by 
over 60% from the baseline. 

 – Existing native plants were preserved and 
replanted; all supplemental plantings are  
native species. 

economy, energy, resources 
Passive and active strategies were used to limit 
consumption of energy and resources. 

 – Design focused on targeting resources to create 
the highest benefit to students and teachers and 
to create spaces that accommodate multiple uses. 
The school was designed to be highly adaptable to 
changes in educational program and for all spaces 
to be available for teaching and learning.

 – Building forms were simplified and made from 
locally available materials. Solar tubes bring 
controllable daylight indoors; walkway overhangs 
shade east/west facing spaces; clerestory 
windows provide daylight; north-facing overhead 
doors connected interior spaces with shaded 
outdoor learning spaces. 

 – PV canopies shade parking and provide approx. 
30% of the school’s electrical power.

integration and equitable communities
The school was built to support the preservation of 
culture and language while preparing students for 21st 
century careers. By having control of the planning and 
design process, the GRIC has agency in directing the 
future of their community. 

well-being, change and discovery
The GRIC is an under-resourced community with 
a significant population of elders. The school was 
designed to bring the community together to 
welcome them for programs and events; it has also 
been equipped as a place of refuge during weather or 
climate emergencies, with emergency power, cooling, 
hygiene and food service capabilities. Designed 
to support the well-being of students, the school 
contributes to the broader vitality and resiliency of 
the Gila River Indian Community.

The school incorporates responsible and wide ranging strategies around sustainability 
and speaks to the priorities of education and the needs of the wider Community. 
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air quality 
bipolar ionization 
system cleans dust and 
pathogens from the air 
 

artwork  
a vibrant and 
ubiquitous artwork 
program instills pride 
and connection to  
stories, traditions and 
the environment 

community building 
and core spaces 
arrayed along street 
edge provide facilities 
for extended use by 
the community. spaces 
are equipped to house 
the community in times 
of need/crisis

 
photovoltaic array
provides shade for 
teacher parking and 
generates 30% of 
school’s energy needs

gathering areas  
support festivals,  
events and preparation 
of traditional foods

 
high efficiency 
condensing water 
heaters are used for 
domestic hot water. 
gas-fired heating 
provides back up power 
in community building. 
all other buildings are 
electric heat pumps 
with no fossil fuels.

offsite stormwater
channeled around the 
campus maintains an 
uninterruped flow 
across the desert

solar tubes  
and clerestory 
windows bring light 
into all learning 
spaces and minimize 
solar gain

traditional building 
forms
combined with 
simplified palette and 
locally made material. 
create structures that 
feel as if they belong 
in the landscape 

deep overhangs
provide shade at 
outdoor walkways 
 

sustainable 
agriculture
based on traditional 
practices

adjacent parcel  
owned by the 
community and master 
planned for future 
recreational uses

the building energy 
model shows a 40% 
energy cost savings 
over a baseline 
compliant building.

Wellness, Sustainability and Community Resiliency
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Results Casa Blanca has been visited by state and federal 
representatives and has hosted several Tribal 
delegations. Interest has been growing in the 
Community efforts to leverage Section 105(l) to  
fund school construction in Indian Country.  

tribal delegation visits 
Part of the 105(l) Lease Summit of July 2022

 – Chehalis Tribal Representatives
 – Mashantucket Pequot Indian Tribe
 – Navajo Nation
 – Oglala Sioux Tribal Delegation
 – Pechanga Tribal Council 
 – Pueblo of Laguna
 – San Carlos Apache Tribe
 – National Congress of American Indians 

(NCAI) Board of Directors

federal represenative visits
 – Jason Freihage, Deputy Assistant Secretary  

of Management Indian Affairs 
 – Judith Wilson, Director Office of Facilities, 

Property and Safety Management 
 – Ambassador Susan Rice, Director of the  

U.S. Domestic Policy Council
 – Jaime Harrison, Chairman of the Democratic  

National Committee
 – Senate Interior Appropriations Committee Staff  

and representatives of the Department of Interior

the arizona congressional delegation
 – Senator Mark Kelly
 – Congressman Tom O’Halleran
 – Representatives of Senator Sinema’s Offices
 – Congressman Greg Stanton
 – Congressman Ruben Gallego

The existing Casa Blanca Community School was a 
program of exceptional quality, with a strong culture 
and a high degree of engagement with families. The 
component that was missing, and held the program 
back, was the quality of the facility and limitations in 
the physical environment. 

Since it’s completion in 2021, educators and 
administrators have hosted multiple family and 
community events and have been exploring existing 
and interactive learning opportunities. The school’s 
principal, Kim Franklin, shared a few highlights:

– An Art Walk event incorporated Community artists 
and the school’s Language Arts/ Reading curriculum 
into a magical event for students and families. The 
student curriculum requires them to research artists 
and write about them. The Art Walk, where the 
school’s Muralists presented in front of their work, 
was followed by families working together to create 
an art piece and viewing work on display by students.

– Read Across America became a huge celebration this 
year. CBCS gives every child copies of books written 
by Native American authors. Thanks to the schools 
outstanding technology, students were able to meet 
with the authors in the gym.

– January marked Winter Storytelling. Students and 
families got to experience the wonder of the winter 
stories as told and illustrated by Community members

The School has hosted parents, grandparents and 
extended families for multiple events, gardens have 
been planted, children are learning their language and 
students are excelling.
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We wish to acknowledge the Gila River Indian 
Community for their foresight in prioritizing 
education and their tenacity in seeking solutions 
and advocating for their members. Working with 
members of Community’s Tribal Council, Building 
Committee, Owner representatives, educators, 
elders and artists has been a rewarding and 
humbling experience. 

The project team worked at their limits to prioritize 
the needs and expectations of the project on a 
timeline that seemed impossible to meet during 
a world wide pandemic. We applaud the efforts of 
the team and thank them for their dedication and 
collaboration.

Lastly, we want to thank Principal Lillian Kim Franklin 
for her dedication to students and the Community. 
Under her inspired leadership, the School and 
children of Casa Blanca are on a pathway to thrive. 

owner The Gila River Indian Community
owner’s representative Steven Heeley, Esq.
design architect/architect of record  

mep/fp G2 Consulting Engineers
structural Caruso Turley Scott
site/civil DOWL Engineering 
landscape architecture  
Neill + Young Associates 
food service AZ Restaurant Supply 
environmental SWCA
geotechnical RAMM
construction manager CORE Construction
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