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DESIGN PROCESS

Through my research, a number of requirements for the design of a Montessori
school emerged.  The directress is central to the school and maintains close
ties with all of the students.  There should be openness within and among the
classrooms so that students of different ages may learn from and teach one
another.  Classrooms should be stimulating, but not distracting, and should be
flexible enough to allow for a number of activities to be going on at any one
time.  There also needs to be plenty of space to allow students to spread out
with their didactic materials and research projects.  Circles are used within the
classrooms to define meeting places.  For children at the primary level (ages
3 to 6), all of their needs are brought to them.  They work primarily in their
classroom, but may also visit other parts of the school with adult supervision.
Children at the elementary level (ages 6 to 12), have more freedom and are
permitted to go anywhere in the school as their studies dictate.  The school

should also reinforce Montessori principles such as auto-education,
independence, discipline, simplicity, order, preparation for life, and mastering
basic concepts before attempting to learn abstract ones.  Other ideals for the
school were the use of natural light and providing views to the outdoors
wherever possible.

The parti diagram for the school sets the directress’ office and the library as
anchors at either end of the school, connected by a spine to which the
classrooms are attached.  Primary spaces such as the administrative suite,
classrooms and library are all defined by masonry shells.  Steel and glass are
the filaments that tie the shells together and define the in-between spaces
such as the entry hall, corridors and multi-purpose space.

The building began as two stories; the primary classrooms on the lower level
and the elementary classrooms on the upper level.  All classrooms had views
to both the street and park.  As the design progressed, the two levels start to
pull apart, creating terraces, though still stacked vertically.  The primary
classrooms were left in a cave-like space and were cut off from the rest of the
school.  Given that the directress should be able to see and have direct access
to all of her students, creating a line of sight between the administration suite
and the classrooms emerged as a priority.  The two levels were pulled even
further apart and set on grade.  Though the site is relatively flat, there is a four
foot drop from the sidewalk along P Street.  In order to accommodate this
grade change, three levels were created with stairs as retaining walls.  The
upper level was placed flush with P Street and the lower level was placed
flush with the playground area, the middle level was centered between the
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two.  At the west end of the school, entrances were provided at each of these
levels; off P Street at the upper level, off 26th Street at the middle level and
from the parking and drop-off area at the lower level.  All three entrances
converge into a main entry hall.  The middle level became a wide corridor
connecting all the various spaces of the school.  The elementary classrooms
were placed along P Street at the upper level, symbolic of the older students’
explorations into the world outside.  A narrow corridor connects the elementary
classrooms and main entrance like a side aisle off the main corridor.  The
library emerged as an extension of this upper side aisle, providing direct access
for the students who will use it most frequently.  The primary classrooms were
placed in a protective position on the lower level adjacent to the park.  They
are also connected by a narrow corridor linking them with the main entrance
and a large multi-purpose space.  Wide continuous steps connect the three

levels allowing students an infinite number of paths through the school.  The
main corridor extends outside to the east, ending in a series of curved terraces
at the edge of the hillside.

The administrative suite is wrapped in a masonry shell on the street elevations,
but is open to the corridor and entry hall.  The directress’ office is located in
the far northwest corner.  There is also an open conference room and nurse’s
office along the north wall.  In the center is a large open workspace for the
administrative staff.  Separate restrooms are also provided for the staff.

At the convergence of the north-south entries and the main corridor running
east-west is the main entry hall.  The challenge for this space was to resolve
the various level changes and entry points in a way that felt like a single unified

space.  Along the west edge of the entry hall is a ramp for accessibility, which
takes inspiration from the Montessori materials which show gradations in size.
The wall defining the outer edge is a consistent height for the length of the
ramp.  Because the top of the wall remains constant, the person becomes
aware of the level change in a graphic way.  The inner wall slopes with the
ramp in order to maintain openness with the rest of the entry hall and to contrast
with the outer wall.  Terminating the stairs between the three levels was resolved
by using both the Montessori concept of circle as meeting place and the
graduated cylinders.   Between the upper and middle levels, the stairs wrap
around a column before dying into the ramp wall creating an intimate gathering
space.  Between the middle and lower levels, the stairs bow out on axis with
the lower entry, creating a vantage point to spot arriving friends and parents.
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The lower set of stairs continues outdoors on the other side of the ramp,
curves concentrically around an existing tree and dies into the street beyond.

The parti of the elementary level classroom is two thick shells nested together
and connected by permeable membranes.  These shells separate the
classrooms from the outside world and each other, but through the gaps still
allow access to the students to move freely between the spaces.  At the street
elevation, a narrow outdoor space is created between the outer shell and the
glass wall that encloses the classroom.  Punched openings in the outer shell
scaled for children allow views of the street beyond.  Light reflects off the shell
wall bringing indirect daylight into the north facing classroom.  The wall dividing
the classroom from the corridor has a series of operable panels that can be
configured in a number of ways allowing the room to expand into the corridor

as needed or to bring additional daylight into the space.  There is also a small
solid portion of wall with a standard side hinge door for use when the operable
panels are closed.  Along the east wall is a row of cubbies for the student’s
belongings with a fixed bench nearby for changing shoes and such.  There is
also a small platform the use of which can be customized by the students; it
could be designated as a seating area or a stage for performances and
presentations.  Between the doors in the glass wall is the only other built-in
feature in the room, a low wall with shelves carved out.  It can be used for the
storage of books or other materials.  The deep sills provide a place to grow
small potted plants.

The parti of the primary level classroom is almost a mirror image of elementary
classroom, except for how it interfaces with the outdoors.  The primary students

are given their own outdoor space consisting of a ring of steps centered around
a tree which notches into the classroom space and creates a visual connection
between indoors and out.  A low wide wall wraps around the sunken garden
and separates it from the rest of the playground.   Between the classroom and
the corridor are the same operable panels and hinged door.  The primary
students can also use the corridor beyond as an extension of their classroom;
however the ascending stairs serve as a barrier to them traveling any further.
Both the corridor and garden steps can be used as chairs and/or desks if the
students choose.  Toilet rooms and a common sink are provided within the
classroom.  Though they are in their own microcosm, the primary students
have views to other parts of the school.  They can observe what the older
students are doing and get a preview of where they are headed.
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The library is monastic in nature and separate from the rest of the school.  The
space is long and narrow with desks lining the south wall and books lining the
north.  The south wall is a thick, cast-in-place concrete wall with small punched
openings that splay out toward the interior.  They are primarily to provide
views, but also bring in light and show the movement of the sun.  Beyond the
north wall are stairs to access the second floor of the library and the roof.
Unlike the rest of the library, the stair is enclosed in a glass wall allowing views
to the north and east.  Most of the daylight to the library interior comes from
above.  Large skylights in the roof and corresponding glass at the second
floor level filter light throughout the space.  At the east terminus of the library
are group study rooms which can be closed behind sliding doors.  The east
walls of these rooms are glass block, which let in light and give a sense of the

the park beyond, but filter out distractions.  Outdoors, the existing trees on the
site were preserved and incorporated into the design.  Near the south entry
where the main corridor extends outside, the steps curve acknowledging a
large existing tree.  The narrow library element passes by three existing trees
to the north.  The entrance to the parking area is an extension of O Street in
order to simplify vehicular access during peak traffic times.  Immediately after
the entrance, the roadway splits into parking playground.  The parking and
queuing lanes rejoin and exit at the midpoint of the block.  The existing sidewalk
along P Street is maintained.  Along 26th Street a sidewalk connecting the
intersection at P Street with the west entrance to was added; it was not extended
further in order to preserve existing site trees.
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ELEMENTS

The main corridor serves as a metaphor for the street in this "city within a city"
and provides hierarchy to the various spaces.  The central corridor is the
“street” and is the most public, the side aisles are the “sidewalks” and serve
as buffers, and the classrooms are the houses and are the most private.  The
central corridor is the highest of the spaces and has clerestory windows on
either side which flood the space with natural light.  At either end, glass walls
allow vistas continuing outside the school to the city and park beyond.  The
side aisles are separated from the main corridor by a row of columns and four
steps.  The columns give a tree-like cadence to the corridor and its translu-
cent skylights filter light as if through the leaves of trees.  The sidewalks also
connect the classrooms to other destinations within the “city”; the directress’
office, the entry hall, the library, and the outdoor spaces.

"(The sidewalk) was one of the nineteenth century's triumphs, and it always manipulated the
scale of the town in favor of the individual.  It personalized the street, gives release from traffic
flow and a place for loitering, provides a hierarchy of spaces and a multiplicity of uses in what

would otherwise be a passage."

Vincent Scully
American Architecture & Urbanism THE STREET



14

ELEMENTS

STAIRS

The stairs are one of the major elements of the school; they create places for
congregation, mediate the elevation changes on the site and define boundaries.
The stairs run continuously from one end of the building to the other, turning at
columns or trees, like a ripple effect, to create meeting places.  When
classrooms are extended into the side aisles, the steps can serve as desks
and chair or tiered seating.  The upper set of stairs extends out of the building
to the east; turn in an arc at the edge of the site enclosing the paved playground
area.  The lower stairs terminate in a large multi-purpose space.

"Wherever there is action in a place, the spots which are the most inviting, are those high enough
to give people a vantange point, and low enough to put them in the action."

Christopher Alexander
A Pattern Language

  1   2
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ELEMENTS

CIRCLE

In the Montessori classroom, the circle denotes a meeting place.  Throughout
the school, circles are used in subtle ways to create gathering spots.  Concave
rings of stairs, such as those in the upper main entry, the primary classrooms
and the playground, carve out a space within a space and are inwardly focused.
Convex rings of stairs or low walls create vantage points with views, such as
around the lower main entry and the trees at the south library wall.  Circles are
also used when one element intersects with another, such as where steps
meet columns or trees.  In addition to creating meeting places, rings of
concentric stairs also reinforce lessons from the didactic toys, such as the
graduated cylinders.

  1   2
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STRUCTURE

"By showing how things work, and so by bringing them to the surface, the world around us can be
read, can be decoded, as it were; architecture must explain, unveil."

Herman Hertzberger
Lessons for Students in Architecture

Masonry structure is used to create shells and define spaces such as the
classrooms, offices and the library.  Steel beams and columns create
"connective tissue" between those shells and lightly define the public spaces
such as the main entry, corridors, side aisles and multi-purpose space.  The
beams also define thresholds between the classrooms along the corridor.
Columns are used as focal points, like a tree marking a gathering place.  The
exposed structure provides a learning opportunity, showing the way the beams,
columns and walls are connected to one another.  The more intricate details
are in the public spaces, while the simple masonry walls in the classrooms are
less distracting.  The columns and beams also create a constantly changing
rhythm of light and shadow.

ELEMENTS

  1
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DRAWINGS

VICINITY PLAN

5 | Dupont Circle4 | View north on Connecticut Avenue3 | P Street Bridge over Parkway2 | Townhouses on P Street1 | Shops on P Street
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SITE PLAN

DRAWINGS
5 | Rock Creek Parkway from the site2 | View southeast towards D.C. 4 | View west along P Street1 | View north along 26th Street 3 | View west across the site
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GROUND FLOOR PLAN

LEGEND

1 Parking
2 Vehicular Queuing
3 Entry Hall
4 Central Hall
5 Administration
6 Staff Restroom
7 Student Restroom
8 Mechanical/Electrical
9 Kitchen
10 Kindergarten

DRAWINGS

11 Classroom (Ages 6-9)
12 Classroom (Ages 9-12)
13 Multi-Purpose Space
14 Library
15 Group Study
16 Reading Room
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19 Playground - Lawn

1 2

3

3

4

5

6   6

7 7

8 8

9 10 10 10 13

11 12 11 12

14 15

17

Scale:  1/32" = 1'-0"

A B C D

A B C D

19

18



20
SECOND FLOOR/ROOF PLAN

DRAWINGS
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18 Playground - Hard Surface
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REFLECTED CEILING PLAN

DRAWINGS

Scale:  1/32" = 1'-0"
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NORTH ELEVATION

SOUTH ELEVATION

DRAWINGS
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EAST ELEVATION

WEST ELEVATION

DRAWINGS
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SECTION B-B  THROUGH ENTRY HALL

SECTION A-A THROUGH ADMINISTRATION

DRAWINGS

SCALE:  1/16" = 1'-0"
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SECTION D-D THROUGH LIBRARY

SECTION C-C THROUGH CLASSROOMS

DRAWINGS

SCALE:  1/16" = 1'-0"
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MODEL PHOTOGRAPHS

Aerial view, with roofs in place at primary spaces and removed at the connecting spaces.
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MODEL PHOTOGRAPHS

Top:  South Elevation
Bottom:  North Elevation
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MODEL PHOTOGRAPHS

As viewed from the northeast, with all roofs removed exposing the structure beneath.
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MODEL PHOTOGRAPHS

As viewed from the northeast, with roofs in place at primary spaces and removed at the
connecting spaces.
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MODEL PHOTOGRAPHS

As viewed from the northeast, with all roofs in place.
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