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Through the North Carolina Academy to Envision 
Tomorrow’s Schools, many of the state’s best teachers 
teamed up with architects and designers to imagine 
how K-12 facilities might deliver more student-cen-
tered and community-engaged learning.

We’ve all heard the stories: Back in someone’s day, they 
walked a certain number of miles to and from school—
often to a small, one-room facility in the middle of 
nowhere. As parents went to work for 10-, 12- or even 
16-hour days, children were instructed and watched 
over by the town teachers—cut off from the rest of 
society.

Today’s processes may be vastly different, but the fact 
remains: Teachers teach, and students learn mostly in 
a vacuum. As a result, “There’s a level of profession-
alism that sometimes we miss out on,” says Freebird 
McKinney, 2018 North Carolina Teacher of the Year—
including their spot at the table as officials hammer out 
budgets and specifications for school designs. 

Moseley Architects is upending that paradigm through-
out the Mid-Atlantic, by bringing together leading edu-
cators with architects and other design professionals for 
collaborative, “idea mining” sessions. Referred to as The 
Academy to Envision Tomorrow’s Schools, the two-day 
format steeps teachers in a creative thought process that 
urges them to “go big” with their ideas in order to arrive 
at the ideal classrooms and learning environments.

With the help of the North Carolina School 
Superintendents' Association and two area co-sponsors, 
Moseley Architects’ latest Academy landed in the Tar 

Heel state, where it gathered the participation of its 
best teachers.

"We need to let teachers decide what they need, and 
then design buildings accordingly, instead of designing 
buildings and forcing teachers to adapt to what's there," 
suggests Jack Hoke the executive director for the North 
Carolina School Superintendents' Association.

The formula architects drew from teachers in North 
Carolina calls for collaborative, student-driven learning 
environments that provide maximum classroom flexi-
bility. School concepts should also go against the norm 
for isolation, instead welcoming the community in and 
supporting the parents so they are better equipped to 
support their children. In the end, the event’s takeaways 
support the notion that—when it comes to providing 
the best possible education—it takes a village.

"We start each project as a larger group discussing the 
big ideas. We'll then break-out into smaller groups, 
share ideas back to the other groups, and then rinse and 
repeat. Along the way, we'll all be stealing each other's 
great ideas and enhancing our group’s concepts. By the 
time we're done, we don't know whose idea it was, so 
its truly consensus driven.”—Bill Laughlin, architect, 
Moseley Architects

BACKGROUND

With a reputation for approaching every project from 
completely new perspectives, in K-12 and higher educa-
tion, Moseley Architects’ philosophy calls for viewing 
architects as members of the educational community. 
And the company has leadership to back its concept.
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Stewart Roberson, the firm’s chairman, president and CEO holds a doc-
torate degree in education, and prior to joining Moseley Architects spent 
35 years of his career as an educator—including 21 years as a superinten-
dent. Noting that many of the firm’s assignments place it in the room with 
high-level officials, like planners and administrators—but often not the 
actual educators (teachers)—Roberson’s drive for public service led to the 
Academy’s concept. “You just don't get the people who are there every day, 
utilizing the schools themselves, who undoubtedly have bright ideas for 
how to make them better, but nobody's asked,” comments Ashley Dennis, 
K-12 managing principal with Moseley Architects.

The Start of Something Special
With offices in Charlotte and Raleigh, it comes as no surprise that follow-
ing the company’s success in Virginia, Roberson’s next focus was on North 
Carolina, where he reached out to Jack Hoke, executive director for the 
North Carolina School Superintendents' Association. Hoke was immedi-
ately receptive.

I took this to my board, and said, ‘This is an opportunity for us to involve 
our teachers,’” Hoke explains. “We can gather our state and our regional 
teachers of the year for the last two years and get their actual input."

With a rash of new schools in the state’s plans and budget, North Carolina 
was ripe for the opportunity, Hoke felt. Following a unanimous approval 
by his board, it was set: North Carolina would host Moseley Architects' 
second Academy

Regional Recipes
The North Carolina Academy to Envision Tomorrow’s Schools built upon 
the format and success established by Moseley Architects in Virginia, while 
blending in additional experts from the fields of educational furnishings 
and technology. Newly added co-sponsors included Custom Educational 
Furnishings (CEF), in Taylorsville, N.C., and PowerUpEDU, a Georgia-
based educational solutions provider.

In February 2017, with the support of the 
Virginia Department of Education and Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute and State University (Va. 
Tech), Moseley Architects teamed up with regional 
and statewide teachers of the year to launch its 
inaugural Academy. The event gathered Fellows 
(participating teachers) from eight regions of the 
Commonwealth, pairing them with the firm’s 
architects, asking them to envision the essential 
design characteristics of tomorrow’s best school 
facilities.
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For participating design professionals, the question 
was, “How do you bottle up the passion and ideas of 
top-flight educators and instill that energy into others 
via the designed environment?” suggests Bill Laughlin.

Participating teachers (which Moseley Architects refers 
to as Fellows) and architects involved in the North 
Carolina Academy say it was clear that representatives 
from CEF and PowerUpEDU were there to do more than 
just co-sponsor the event, raising awareness for their 
companies, but were hard at work, sketching up ideas 
and collaborating throughout the event.

“You could see it in his eyes—the wheels were spinning,” 
Laughlin says of Scott McHugh, owner and president 
of CEF. At the end of the event, Laughlin says, when he 
removed a roll of paper that the furniture design group 
had used to sketch out its rough ideas and started to 
place it in a trashcan, McHugh stepped in. “There was 
probably 20 feet of this stuff, with ideas all over it,” he 
explains. “I took pictures of it to document, and then 
balled it up to throw it away, when [Scott McHugh] 
said, ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa! I want to take this back to 
the shop and pin it up for the fabricators back at the 
shop.’"

Overcoming Skepticism
Though they were excited to participate, the event’s 
Fellows say they had virtually no idea what to expect 
from the Academy. Most say they came extremely hope-
ful for what collaborations might produce, but that 
they were initially skeptical.

“There's a level of cynicism that you enter with, listen-
ing to something like this—basically saying, ‘Okay, this 
sounds cool, but it also sounds a little showy,’” admits 
Freebird McKinney, the 2018 North Carolina Teacher 
of the Year and one of the event’s Fellows.

"I had no idea what it was going to be like, because I had 
never even heard about a group coming together like 
this,” explains Lisa Goodwin, the 2017 North Carolina 
Teacher of the Year. “I was curious about exactly what 
the format was going to look like and what they wanted 
from us.”

Breaking the Ice
Moseley Architects’ formula includes an evening-be-
fore event that brings together and introduces all 
of the Academy’s Fellows, architects, co-sponsors 
and other participants over dinner and drinks. In 
North Carolina, the evening began with introducto-
ry remarks by Roberson, after which Glen Meeks of 
Meeks Consulting (whose specialty includes tackling 
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educational challenges with the latest technologies) de-
livered an overview of various educational paradigms, 
spanning from the 1940s onward.

The evening was “transformative,” several Fellows 
commented.

"We had some drinks, then for a good hour and a half, 
we just shared who we are, what our roles were, and 
what our hopes were for the event,” says McKinney.

Idea Mining
Following an ice-breaker the evening before, each 
Academy starts with what Moseley Architects refers 
to as “idea mining”—something that started with the 
company more than a decade ago, as a practice for kick-
ing off collaborative design sessions. “What we do is, 
we bring together a large group of people from different 
backgrounds, then we do what we call idea mining. They 
talk about opportunities and any concerns they might 
have, maybe about the process,” explains Billy Riggs, a 
K-12 managing principal with Moseley Architects.

Step 1: Anything Goes
Idea mining begins with around half a dozen open-end-
ed questions, meant to solicit one- to two-word respons-
es representing concepts that Fellows see as the most 
important elements for an ideal school. The only rule? 
There are no unintelligent answers. Words and phrases 

are placed on index cards and pinned to a display in 
front of the group for further consideration.

Step 2: “Panning for Gold”
From there, participants are given stickers—colored 
dots that they’re asked to systematically place onto 
the words they feel represent what’s most important. 
They’re also given a “Super Dot” that carries additional 
clout in the voting process.

Step 3: Philosophical Hashtag
Once Fellows have worked as a group, casting their 
votes, the words they tag as most important are assem-
bled into a list, which is also used to create a vision 
“word cloud,” or info-graphic.

Step 4: Assemble a Theme
Once key ideas are established, one or more individ-
uals are asked to take them and organize them into a 
centralized theme for the event—a vision statement to 
be used as the philosophical backbone of the Academy.

“It really was powerful. And at one point I said some-
thing like, ‘More love per square foot,’” explains Lisa 
Goodwin, 2017 North Carolina Teacher of the Year.

ABOVE Photo of Idea Mining process.
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In an instant, North Carolina teachers found their 
theme and hashtag: 

We envision a school that is a multi-functional, collab-
orative community of engaged creators designed for the 
whole child.

#LovePerSquareFoot
It was the first time he’d ever heard the word “love” used 
as the philosophical driver for a design project, Laughlin 
said. But Fellows had zeroed in on a basis for school 
design that centered on a “whole child” concept—one 
that includes a holistic approach to schooling that’s 
designed to fulfill the full physical and mental needs of 
children alongside education. To be at its best, educa-
tion must integrate students, teachers and schools with 
their communities, making schools and school systems 
an integral and valuable part of students’ families and 
local societies.

Next, it was time to nail down the physical characteris-
tics of their vision.

DESIGN SESSIONS

Shifting from the idea mining portion of the Academy 
to hands-on, collaborative design, Fellows were broken 
into four groups, each focused on a particular segments 
or aspects of education: elementary schools, middle 
schools, high schools, furniture and technology.

Armed with sketch paper, dry erase boards, large 
flat-panel displays and tools like Google Sketch-up, ar-
chitects, furniture designers and technology experts set 
out to capture Fellows’ ideas for the ideal school facility.

"Our biggest thing—and this doesn't apply only to 
these groups, but to any group that we're working 
with—is really getting them to step away from the what 
they are accustomed to,” explains Ashley Dennis. “So 
often we hear, ‘I need more storage,’ or ‘I sure wish the 
air worked well.’ And it’s good for them to vent those 
frustrations, but it doesn't help to push our concepts to 
where schools need to be ultimately.”

The question to aim for, Moseley Architects’ designers 
suggest, is: What does the ideal school look like? If 
there were absolutely no restrictions and no budgets to 
stay within, what would their Utopian views look like 
for school buildings?

Elementary
In keeping with the whole-child concept, Fellows work-
ing on elementary school concepts honed designs they 
felt focused not only on the functionality of classrooms, 
but a school’s ability to care for students’ full physical 
and mental needs. In the process, teachers felt it was 
imperative for parents to be met with opportunities—
on school grounds—to focus on the needs of their 
children and families.

“It felt like it was off to a slow start,” explains Ashley 
Dennis. “And then finally one of our group members 
said, ‘I'm going to say something nobody's going to 
like.’ Then he starts talking about how schools need 
to be like neighborhoods, and they need to be more 
like cities, and to have streetscapes. The other two 
team members jumped in and said, ‘Yeah and then we 

ABOVE Photo of Fellows voting using super dots.
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can have this and this.’ In an instant, I thought, ‘Now 
this—this is going to be awesome.’”

Public-facing features incorporated into elementary 
school designs included:

• Community gardens with their own (separate) 
entrances and after-hours access;

• Gymnasium, auditorium and cafeteria designs that 
allow for doubling as community spaces for adult 
learning and activities;

• Integrated public parks with independent access; 
and

• Community kitchens equipped for adult education 
and activities.

Fellows who had visited school systems that cater to 
families and communities said they’ve seen the benefits. 
“Families would go out to help paint, to help garden, or 
to assist with things like physical education, or would 
simply donate their time to give back,” says Freebird 

McKinney, who traveled across North Carolina, wit-
nessing the impacts at various school facilities.

Fellows also decided that the ideal elementary school 
should include:

• Onsite laundry facilities;

• Welcome cafes equipped with public computers and 
free Internet access;

• Onsite (basic) medical care facilities; and

• Offices for social work and onsite therapy.

As those amenities took their form among classrooms 
and other components, elementary school concepts 
took on the appearances of villages, or something akin 
to town centers (think open-air malls or mock villag-
es). In the process, Fellows envisioned that funneling 
students through such amenities would not only give 
them a sense of community, but a feeling of support 
and confidence—knowing that their basic needs will be 

ABOVE Photo of Elementary School team.
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met and that their wellbeing is valued. By placing drop-
off zones directly in front of cafeterias, students would 
have the opportunity for grabbing breakfast on the way 
to their classrooms.

"They don't care about world history if they're hungry 
… with eating spaces that are more communal and 
functional, we built on the idea that this school—
our school—is serving the whole child,” one Fellow 
commented.

Meanwhile, with medical facilities built in, families 
who struggle to find time and access to basic care could 
fulfill those needs onsite, while also washing clothes or 
utilizing an Internet café for job searching.

To some, the village concept that North Carolina’s 
Fellows came up with might sound like socialization of 
public-school grounds and resources. And to be clear: 
It is. But those measures, teachers say, are what it takes 
to eliminate many of the common barriers to learning, 
while giving students the confidence they need to ac-
tively participate in education.

“We’re satisfying all levels of Maslow's hierarchy of needs 
for these kids, starting with physiological,” McKinney 
suggested. “I believe that's what public education is 
now and what it should be. That top level of Maslow's 
hierarchy is what focuses on self-actualization. But in 
order to get there, you have to tackle basic physiological 
needs. That's where our curriculum and our classroom 
designs come in. The sense of belonging, sense of family, 
sense of love that they're going to get—and the sense of 
accomplishment and increase in self-esteem—schools 

need to be designed to not only accommodate those 
needs, but to promote their fulfillment.”

As a result of the group’s designs, administrative offices 
were no longer closed off from classrooms and other 
parts of school facilities but drafted as open areas. Cul-
de-sac designs incorporated large, open areas around 
classrooms, linked by overhead doors that open to 
allow classroom activities to spill out into hallways and 
outdoor spaces, where students are free to “get messy.”

“I think we all have this vision of a better tomorrow—
one in which there’s more compassion, and every indi-
vidual realizes that it’s not only about them, but about 
the we. It’s about changing that mindset in the edu-
cational setting. Right now, we have communities of 
people who grew up thinking about themselves mostly 
on an individual basis, thinking, ‘I'm going to take care 
of me. I'm going to take care of my family,’ and asking, 
‘Why should I worry about anybody else?’ We need to 
change that narrative. We need to grow children that 
see things differently—who have a broader lens and are 
capable of making decisions that are based on the bet-
terment of all people. That's our goal," Lisa Goodwin, 
2017 North Carolina Teacher of the Year.

Middle and High School Designs
Groups focusing on middle and high school designs 
envisioned similar, open concepts for integrating 
schools with communities and classrooms with other 
areas, also adding facilities for Career and Technical 
Education (CTE). Those features would not only be used 

ABOVE Photo of Middle School team.
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by students, they said, but also by parents and outside 
members of the community for career advancement.

In classrooms, teachers looked to break away from what 
they described as designs centered around “industrial-
ized education”—through which teachers have tradi-
tionally been placed front and center, with a designated 
desk and/or work area, instead making them a mobile 
element of the learning environment.

"When I grew up and went to school, my teacher was 
the sole source of information,” Riggs explained. “There 
was a book, but generally the teacher stood and delivered 
information to students for the general class period.” 
These days, that’s no longer the case, Fellows argued. 
“Now, because technology has changed, it's really more 
about the student and being student-centered,” Riggs 
added. “Teachers orchestrate information to kids, but 
they're also getting it from their laptops, their smart 
phones, smart boards and other technologies. The 
teacher is no longer the sole hub of knowledge.”

For this reason, teachers are no longer concerned with 
owning their own spaces, Fellows suggested, but desire 
maximum flexibility and technology. School designs, 
on the other hand, haven’t caught up to the times, they 
said—not just through technology, but through layout.

The ideal school not only includes large, open spaces, 
they suggested, but furniture that can be reconfigured 

throughout the day. Teachers might rearrange their 
classroom settings three or four times over a single 
class period, Fellows suggested. "They might start out 
at the beginning of the period in a traditional lecture 
style, where the teacher's talking to an entire group, but 
quickly change tables, chairs and other furniture into 
three separate groups of six,” Riggs said he discovered 
from teachers. “Then they might send six students out 
for separate group collaboration or instruction, or may-
be a special lecture."

To accommodate those changes, architects assisted 
Fellows in designing what they call “extended learning 
areas,” including features like widened hallways with 
additional furniture and outdoor courtyards. Those ar-
eas were designed to be supervised through glass doors 
and walls or joined together.

To some, the concept might sound like an open-air 
playground for distractions, Riggs admits, but it’s one 
that Moseley Architects has tested and found effective 
in practice.

“We’ve taken clients into schools where we've done 
these sorts of arrangements and there’s no sign that 
it’s disruptive,” Riggs explained. While demonstrating 
to prospective clients, “In one case, I had the school 

ABOVE Photo of High School design team.
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superintendent and three school board members 
standing in an extended learning area outside of a 
Kindergarten room,” he said. “They were jumping 
up and down, and the kids didn't even pay them any 
attention.”

It’s all in what we get used to, others suggested.

"You could see everybody at the table when we started 
realizing, ‘Oh my gosh, this is an answer to a lot of 
questions and problems.’ The process transcended that 
and instead of designing for safety, we designed for 
student needs, with safety an organic part of it. It was 
such an incredible process that unfolded with us in the 
middle of it, " offer Freebird McKinney.

Furniture
Working in tandem with furniture-maker Scott 
McHugh, Fellows, and architects explored how educa-
tional furnishings might add to and blend with their 
whole-child concepts. Primary objectives centered not 
on basics like storage, but on flexibility, freedom of 
movement and the ability for students to shift between 
collaborative modes and individualized learning and 
testing.

Large, modular-style tables were designed to replace 
rows of desks. Via the use of magnets and concave 
shapes, they were designed to “snap” together, forming 

large islands or collages of furniture for collaboration. 
Pieces were designed to roll smoothly, quietly and with 
ease, so that teachers and students could reconfigure 
with little to no disruption to the flow of classroom 
activities.

In auditorium-style spaces, stadium seating was 
equipped with built-in storage. Desks, tables and other 
learning surfaces were designed to serve as surfaces for 
sketch on. “Everything can be marked on with dry erase 
marker, then erased,” Laughlin explained. “Kids can sit 
and draw or stand and draw, and tops were designed to 
be flipped horizontally so they could show what they’re 
working on.”

Safety
The concept of flip-top furnishings led to another 
design feature: bullet-resistance. By integrating the ma-
terial into flip-down tabletops, designers developed a 
means for adding protective security to classrooms in a 
way that’s quick and responsive, but unobtrusive to the 
learning environment.

"Our goal was never to create a piece of safety equip-
ment, but to create a piece of functional, educational 

ABOVE Photos of Furniture design team.
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furniture that—oh, by the way—doubles as a protec-
tive feature," McKinney explained.

Inspiration
Ultimately, the group’s goal for furnishings extended 
beyond classroom function, to inspiring the way stu-
dents feel about learning and collaboration. "We're try-
ing to create an environment that sets a tone, through 
furniture, that allows for inspiration and creativity,” 
said McHugh, whose company provides furniture for 
such companies as Apple, Google, and Tesla.

Through their discussions, Fellows established that an 
educational environment should affect students the 
same way that corporate and creative offices are de-
signed to enhance the mindset of employees. "It wasn't 
really about instruction,” explained Goodwin about 
the group’s approach to furnishings. “I mean, in terms 
of learning, it was more about how the environment 
makes them feel and how they view themselves as stu-
dents. It was about so much more than just education."

Goodwin said the same applies to public perceptions. 
After moving from what was essentially a condemned 
building into a new facility earlier in her career, she 
witnessed this firsthand.

“It wasn't until we moved into that new building that 
people started noticing what a great school we were,” 

she says. “That next year we were voted like one of 
the top 25 new schools in North Carolina.” Between 
the two settings, nothing changed about the school’s 
curricula or teachers, she said. “But we went to this 
new and nicely furnished building and all of a sudden 
people started noticing that we were doing great things. 
It changed the way they felt.”

McHugh introduced the idea that furnishings can and 
should go a step further, by meshing with school cur-
ricula. His firm has found success with this in the mu-
seum sector, he said, designing furniture around onsite 
learning programs. In those cases, CEF is provided with 
a curriculum to design around. The same, he said, can 
be applied to K-12.

A Soft Landing
Ultimately, Moseley Architects’ goals for the North 
Carolina Academy extends beyond info-gathering for 
the company’s K-12 projects and co-sponsors. By host-
ing additional Academies, officials say it’s their hope 
that the events’ outcomes will inspire a shift in how 
every architect, school official and district views school 
design. If even one or two of the elements discovered in 
North Carolina make their way into real-life settings, 

ABOVE Fellows from each design team shared outcomes with the larger 
group.
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that’s a home run for education, Fellows suggested. But 
they’d like to see more.

“We just need one school district to be brave enough to 
be the first,” Goodwin suggests.

In the meantime, the experience has already impacted 
teachers.

"How transformational this was for my colleagues and 
I,” McKinney said about the Academy. “I really believe 
it could be an amazing model for other businesses, in-
dustries and corporations to look at.”

“Just knowing that our voices were heard and that our 
ideas were taken seriously gives me hope,” another said.

The Academy’s conclusion drew emotional reactions 
from some participants, producing lots of tears. “These 
people—there’s so much care about what they do and 
the lives they impact,” Bill Laughlin said.

“I’m hoping that maybe the more people—especially 
those who make decisions—begin to consider these 
elements, the more likely they are to be considered, be-
cause they seemed really important to these teachers,” 
Ashley Dennis said. At the very least, she suggested, 
Moseley Architects will eek as much out of the ideas as 
it can, by suggesting them where possible to the firm’s 
K-12 clients.

“Having had two days with these teachers to learn why 
these things are important helps me ask the right ques-
tions,” Dennis explained. “When we’re in these situa-
tions, leading design workshops with superintendents 
and principals, discussing curricula ... people who can 
make decisions … we can ask questions like, ‘Where 
would you want to put a kiosk if you provided break-
fast?’ And they might say, ‘Oh, well we never thought 
about that, but that's a great idea.’ Or we might sug-
gest, ‘How about we make the nurse's room just a little 
bit bigger, so it can serve as more of an actual medical 
center?’”

It’s those questions that Moseley Architects and par-
ticipants in the North Carolina Academy to Envision 
Tomorrow’s Schools hope will lead to better school 
designs and an enhanced educational experience for 
educators and students. 


