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Challenge Based Learning for the Now, Near and Far
Wednesday, November 3, 2021; 8:00am 



Education is our passion.

We live it out as global 
innovators through an 
interdisciplinary, research-
informed practice that 
demonstrates value and 
makes a difference in every 
learning environment.

about DLR Group + the moderator

Pam Loeffelman, FAIA
K-12 Education Leader

Services
Architecture | Engineering | Interiors | 
Laboratory Planning | Master Planning | Sustainability Consulting | 
Energy Services | Experiential Graphic Design | Innovative 
Technology Design | Landscape Architecture | Preservation



meet the panel 

Dr. Alexandra Estrella
Superintendent
Norwalk Public Schools, CT

Dr. Dionne Wells-Hedrington
Chief Operating Officer
Virgin Islands Department of Education 

Chaneel Callwood
Architect
Virgin Islands Department of Education 

Jean-Claude Brizard
Chief Executive Officer
Digital Promise



course description
• Description: In March 2021, DLR Group hosted a workshop for students in grades 5-12 to hear firsthand their 

concerns for returning to “bricks and mortar” after learning remotely for more than a year. While they 
expressed a desire to maintain the autonomy that they’ve recently experienced, they also shared uneasiness 
for not knowing the type of learning model they’ll return to. Jean Claude Brizard, recently appointed President 
and CEO of Digital Promise, will lead the panel conversation as they explore the impacts of changing 
expectations for instruction, technology, furniture, and design as they relate to the context of learner 
engagement in two very different school districts, one in Norwalk, CT. The other in the US Virgin Islands.

• Location: Classroom 414
• Session Type: EDsession
• Session Code: ES21WA1
• Learning Objective 1: Understand the impact of hybrid learning and the use of space and scheduling in the now, 

near and far.
• Learning Objective 2: Examine the role of instruction and technology as to how it shapes a district’s planning 

process.
• Learning Objective 3: Analyze a variety of expectations for instruction, technology, furniture, and architecture in 

the context of engagement returning to the classroom.
• Learning Objective 4: Compare the characteristics of technology plans between two school districts to 

understand how they create positive change for student outcomes.
• Credit: AIA LU, IDCEC



a new generation the push of “z”

Five Defining Traits

Five Big Shifts
1.Demographic Change 
2. Generational Diversity 
3. Increasing Options 
4. Redefined Work-Life 
5. Work as the Third Place

21st century learning: an overall context



beyond gen z meet generation alpha

When they have all been born (2025) they will number almost 2 billion. 

They will be the most formally-educated generation ever, 
the most technology-supplied generation ever, and 
globally, the wealthiest generation ever. 



21st century learning: more than a year of challenges

building capacity
resilience as a component of 
sustainability

increasing the resilience of a 
system makes that system more 
sustainable but increasing the 
sustainability of a system does not 
necessarily make it more resilient.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320149863_Resilience
_and_sustainability_Similarities_and_differences_in_environmenta
l_management_applications#pf3 pandemic hurricanes fires tsunami landslides volcanos

people

buildings

businesses

Infrastructure
+

technology 



Delivering on the 
Digital Promise



Our Origin Story

• 1999 - Idea to harness breakthrough technologies that 

would serve the public interest in education

• 2001 - A Digital Gift to the Nation

• 2003 - The Digital Opportunity Investment Trust - Report 

to Congress

• 2008 - Digital Promise authorized by Congress as the 

National Center for Research in Advanced Information 

and Digital Technologies through Section 802 of the 

Higher Education Opportunity Act, signed into law by 

President George W. Bush.

• 2010 - A Digital Promise Becomes a Reality

• 2011 - White House launch with President Barack 

Obama and Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan

https://immagic.com/eLibrary/ARCHIVES/GENERAL/DPP_US/D031021G.pdf
https://digitalpromise.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Advanced-Information-and-Digital-Technologies.pdf
https://www.carnegie.org/publications/a-digital-promise-becomes-a-reality/
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Our Launch - September 16, 2011



Last updated: October 15, 2021

P-16 STUDENT PATHWAYS: ALL STUDENTS – PNW STATE



Last updated: October 15, 2021

P-16 STUDENT PATHWAYS: FRL-ELIGIBLE STUDENTS – PNW STATE



Cherie Labat
Superintendent
Columbus Municipal School District (Mississippi)
League of Innovative Schools Member

“Twelve or more years of 
education should not be a 
path to poverty.”



Our Mission

Spur innovation to improve equity 
and the opportunity to learn 

through technology and research.



Our new North Star goal represents the 
scale of our ambition for impact

Our North Star goal is to ensure that by 2031…

75% of historically 
systematically excluded 
students in America are 

learning in education systems 
with the knowledge and tools 

to create the conditions for 
them to succeed

30 million historically 
systematically excluded 

students have sustained and 
meaningful experiences of 
Powerful Learning putting 

them on a path to 
postsecondary completion

30 million historically 
systematically excluded 
students are enabled to 
achieve postsecondary 

credentials that offer economic 
security, well-being, and 

agency 



We Harness the Power of…

STORY RESEARCHNETWORKS
POWERFUL 

LEARNING

EXPERIENCES



Design principles for Powerful Learning guide our work 

Personal and 

Accessible

Authentic and 

Challenging

Collaborative and 

Connected

Inquisitive and 

Reflective

https://digitalpromise.org/powerful-learning/

https://digitalpromise.org/powerful-learning/


An Ethic of Excellence

“We have a thematic curriculum: teachers 
use multidisciplinary themes (architecture, 
amphibians, ancient Greece, and so on) for 
weeks or months at a time, and within 
these themes students complete projects. 
These projects are the primary framework 
through which skills and understandings 
are learned. They are not extensions of the 
curriculum or extras… .” 

Ron Berger



Opening the Aperture



A Framework for Decision Making

NORWALK FACILITIES
MASTER PLAN



Working together to 

Raise the Bar and

Close the Gap 

Data-Driven

Research Informed

Community Inspired 

process 12 weeks

setting the context: Norwalk Public Schools



Educational equity does not mean 

parity – it means “meeting every 

student where they are”

report out major takeaways

“Equity” - Florida Positive Behavioral Interventions & Support Project - http://flpbis.cbcs.usf.edu/other/equity.html



Our youth are pushing and the 

workforce is pulling - education and 

educational facilities must change to 

meet those needs

report out major takeaways

“Future of Work: 8 Megatrends Shaping Change” – GetSmarter - https://www.getsmarter.com/blog/market-trends/future-of-work-8-megatrends-shaping-change/



Something that should come next is a 
little bit of creativity that goes along with 
experience. You should be creating 
whatever experience you are going into

– High School Student, Norwalk Public Schools

“



Primary Change Factors
• Pre-K at every Elementary
• Educational Adequacy Response = 

Space/Curriculum Alignment
• High School Scheduling and 

Curriculum Policy

report out capacity



I feel like we just think of classes in a 

singular way, but in reality, we should be 

thinking about how math class connects 

to this other class. It would make us 

better learners

– High School Student, Norwalk Public Schools

“



Engagement Indicators Norwalk Public Schools 
VALUES

Indoor Environmental 
Quality

Emotional 
Resilience

Beauty & 
Inspiration

Play Access

Equity (EDI) & Universal 
Accessibility

Supportive, Flexible & 
Adaptable

+

report out educational adequacy

Both physically
and virtually 



report out educational adequacy needs

• Secure vestibules 

• Furniture upgrades throughout that provide for 

flexibility/adaptability in learning activities 

throughout the day 

• Paint/carpet/acoustical tile upgrades 

• Mecho shades throughout to improve indoor-

outdoor connections 

• Variety of spaces - collaborative project-based 

learning breakout spaces and maker spaces

• Increased transparency 

• Interdisciplinary connections

• Indoor air quality

• Improved lighting



report out educational adequacy



report out educational adequacy



CREATE

TRADITIONAL CLASSROOM

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
CENTERS

MAKER SPACES

SMALL GROUP ROOMS

OPEN COLLABORATION

LEARNING STUDIO
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culture + context: changing a day in the life 
through policy + curriculum
+ technology



[I] hope when we go back to school there 

will be the same kind of flexibility I have at 

home online. If I can finish my work in a 

few hours, I should be able to choose 

what I do with the rest of my school time

– Middle School Student, Norwalk Public Schools

“



report out major takeaways

• Education and educational 
facilities must change

• Educational equity is “meeting
every student where they are”

• Framework for decisions for the 
next 20 years



Educational Master Planning Services

US VIRGIN ISLANDS
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION





setting the context: VIDE schools
Whole Child

Equity

Addressing the Needs of All Students 
& Integrating Technology

Using Technology to Assess the 
Impact of Practices

Health, Safety & Security

Cultural, Local & Economic 
Competence and Resilience

Integrated Design, Assessment, 
Operation & Management

“The Virgin Islands Department of Education embraces ALL 
students and empowers them to achieve their fullest 
potential.”

VIDE Vision Statement



educational 
equity

addressing equity through architecture and curriculum

physical 
equity



Teaching & Learning in the VI An Inquiry Based Curriculum



Teaching & Learning in the VI An Inquiry Based Curriculum

Teachers facilitate learning and design personalized learning experiences based on 
interest and passion. Students are responsible for their own learning. 

Accountability is measured by the transfer of skills and the demonstration of mastery.

Pathfinder Kindergarten Center



Teaching & Learning in the VI An Inquiry Based Curriculum

Teachers facilitate learning and design personalized learning experiences based on 
interest and passion. Students are responsible for their own learning. 

Accountability is measured by the transfer of skills and the demonstration of mastery.

Blue Valley Center for Advanced 
Professional Studies (CAPS)



: St. Croix



1 Tapestry Walk

2 Outdoor Learning Classrooms

3 Permaculture Gardens

4 Amphitheater/Community Asset

5 Outdoor Play

Rooted in its place 
and studied through the 
user experience.

Site: Outdoor Learning
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DESIGN SOLUTIONS
applying a framework for curricula Arthur Richards PreK-8 | St. Croix











CONCEPTS: St. Thomas
A tapestry of culture races and customs



Site Design







Classroom Building Planning



Building Layouts – Academic Forts





CONCEPTS: St. John
A tapestry of culture races and customs















architecture that enables

building systems

curricula

community 

drivers of the need: for the now

crisis

hurricanes

earthquakes

vernacular
architecture

cisterns
photo
voltaic

thermal envelopes

building systems 
dashboard

net zero ready

long distance 
learning

hybrid learning

applied learning

food and water as a resource

an engaging
master plan process 

CTE/industry partners

501c’s

outdoor learning places

innovative use of natural light
creation of mini-
eco systems

addressing inequities in 
funding CARES + ARP 

introduction of 
passive 
systems

bi-partisan budget act

definition of 
FEMA/federal  
industry standards

mildew and mold

2021 IBC

FEMA Shelter

inquiry based learning

technology as a tool

vision 2040: an economic 
roadmap for  the USVI

my world 360

outdoor air requirements

credentials

internships

project based learning

COVID
fires

social
policy +

culture

digital promise
+ league of 
innovative schools
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