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ENGAGEMENT 
We expect to change the forms of our engagement 

at all levels and all interactions among all stakeholders 
in the communities we serve.

ADAPTABILITY 
We will focus on engaging, innovative, and creative 

“Learning Environments for All.”

STUDENT-CENTERED 
All spaces are designed for the student experience 

– to nurture, and encourage.

PASSION 
Adult participants of all engagement levels 

will want to be here.

FUNDING A 22ND CENTURY SCHOOL

In 2008, Princeton City desperately needed two schools. 
Its middle school was in bad shape and the high school 
was not fairing much better. Previous patchwork additions 
to the schools had satisfied the need for more classroom 
space, but at the expense of energy efficiency, 
overextended HVAC systems and comfortable learning 
environments. Unfortunately, like many blue-collar 
communities across the country during that time, 
Princeton City was hurting. The economic downturn was 
in full swing. Gasoline and diesel fuel prices were rising. 
Unemployment had reached 20 percent, and it was simply 
not the right time to ask the community to fund a 22nd 
century school.  As a result, a bond levy on the ballot 
failed. 

Determined by the immediate need for schools, the 
Princeton City school board, led by new Superintendent 
Dr. Gary Pack, put in motion an aggressive plan in 2009 
and 2010 to secure the necessary community support and 
funding for an unprecedented project. Armed with 
preliminary renderings of the new combined middle 
school/high school with shared multi-purpose community 
space from CR Architecture + Design (CR), Dr. Pack 
conducted over 70 education meetings across six 
different cities and villages in three counties. The project 
was unlike anything in the state, offering flexible, adaptive 
and technology-based learning environments that 
challenge teaching philosophies and raise expectations 
for students, parents, teachers and the community.

“It was important for everyone to understand that we 
needed the schools, and more importantly, that we were 
not building a new version of something we already had. 
We want to be different, which means we needed 
something that would completely change how we 
approached education across Princeton City Schools,” 
said Dr. Pack.

THE REAL WORK BEGINS

The second levy passed 60 percent to 40 percent, and the 
district raised an additional $11 million through a Federal 
government program, and another $2 million through 
Ohio’s HB 264 Energy Conservation Program. With the 
funding in place for the $130 million project, the real work 
began for CR, which was tasked with coordinating and 
designing a premiere prototype for what schools should 
be in the future.

William Sprankles, director of secondary schools for 
Princeton City Schools, commented, “Whatever happens 
in the next 50 years in terms of the evolution of education, 
this school has to be prepared for it. We had to 
demonstrate our leadership through the quality of the 
design and construction of this project.”

After a series of intense leadership work sessions, the 
district crafted four principles to guide the design process

“Once the final budget was approved and we could move 
beyond the 30,000-foot vision, every space within the 
building became the subject of an independent design 
project with meetings, collaboration and debates among a 
few to dozens of people,” stated Sprankles. “The 
inspiration for each space came from the team approach, 
and a school board and superintendent that were willing 
to think outside the box and empower my team at 
Princeton Middle and Princeton High with creative 
freedom to implement our vision. We also had an 
architecture firm that was willing to be flexible and patient 
with their processes. We challenged CR about every 
aspect of the building design, developing laundry lists of 
questions and discussing every variable before deciding 
on the best way to achieve our desired outcomes.”:

It is difficult to miss the new crown jewel of Princeton City Schools driving south on Interstate 75 towards Cincinnati. The 
impressive 555,000 square foot center of education rises from behind buildings and trees that line the highway, revealing a 
one-of-a-kind, state-of-the-art facility that is more than five years in the making. While stunning, the size of the building is 
just one part of the story; what it took to build is the other. For many people involved, a project of this magnitude became a 
once-in-a-lifetime experience with lessons not taught in the classroom, nor an exact blueprint to follow.



MORE THAN BLUEPRINTS

This project for CR was much more than delivering a set of 
construction documents. It became an example of how 
important architects can be to a project of this scale and 
level of detail.  For four years, CR architecture + design 
worked closely with district and school administrators and 
teachers facilitating the vision, coordinating bond and 
operating levies; and developing 3D schematics and 
design processes for everything from flexible classrooms 
and security to technology and lighting.

CR, led by Education Team Leader Christie Boron, 
leveraged CR21, the firm’s exclusive audit and design 
process for education projects, conducted leadership 
retreats, and organized tours to furniture manufacturers 
and 21st century schools across the country. CR Team 
members attended staff meetings, community events, 
board meetings, and curriculum nights. They would go to 
the school for multiple days in a row to interview 200-300 
teachers representing 15 departments to better 
understand their radically different needs.  And then CR 
would cycle back through all the teachers to discuss their 
findings about furniture, case work, square footage, 
technology and every other variable and category of each 
learning space.

CR also managed multiple partners and more than 40 
consultants working on the project, including experts in 
acoustics and technology, specialists in auditorium, 
gymnasium and natatorium design, and Fanning Howey, 
which was in charge of mechanical, electrical, plumbing 
and technology engineering, and interior design. CR 
established expectations about the client and the scope of 
the project, and also assumed a prominent role on the 
interior design of the school.

CR worked closely with leaders from Princeton City and the schools for four years 
prior to construction to ensure a successful project.

“I communicated with CR daily for four years, and they 
likely understand Princeton better than the average 
person,” commented Sprankles. “CR didn’t just come 
into this project and submit blueprints. They immersed 
themselves into our school and our community so that 
CR’s work met our needs, even if it took several 
iterations.”

“There were moments when we were not sure what we 
wanted, so the design process included a lot of trial and 
error, and progressive and capitalized failure,” stated 
Sprankles. “CR listened and was patient with us as we 
discussed what we were trying to accomplish. There 
were times when we had to go back to the drawing 
board, do more research, tour more schools and read 
more. It was a constant give and take as we searched 
for solutions that hadn’t been created or implemented in 
public schools before. Sometimes we were wrong or 
overly ambitious, and CR was effective at 
communicating and showing us realistic options, 
always bringing the discussion back to the budget and 
what was possible given the resources and time we had 
available.”



FLEXIBILITY IN DESIGN

CR developed multiple design concepts based on flexibility, adaptability, 
engagement and technology.  Every space was designed to change the rules 
of engagement, to be a learning space and ensure that each child’s education 
needs are addressed. For example: 

The grand staircases in the schools are beveled semi-circles with a 
landing halfway up. The landing can be used as a presentation space 
for students or guest speakers, addressing more than 100 people sitting 
or standing at the top of the stairs, and 75-100 people sitting at the 
bottom of the stairs. 

The media center, which is in the middle of the three classroom wings in 
both schools, takes on a Transformers-like approach. It can be broken 
down into 4-8 separate learning spaces for small to large groups. It can 
be converted from a classroom during the day to a presentation and 
community hub for up to 300 people during the evenings. The space 
has all the resources, furniture and aesthetics to make it happen.

The outside corners of the media center facing the hallways have been 
carved out in half-circle tech nodes that provide creative space for small 
group projects and encourage collaboration among students and 
teachers. These 12 additional spaces allowed the corridors to become 
more than just a means of getting from one space to another.



Critical to the flexibility is the hand-selected furniture. CR 
took teachers and administrators to three furniture 
manufacturers in Grand Rapids, Michigan. The group 
went on the tours  with one idea in mind, but left with an 
entirely different plan. The furniture that was selected 
incorporated the flexibility that was inherent in the design 
process and allows teachers to engage with students in a 
variety of ways. The trip was considered one of the most 
important aspects of the project.

We created universal design principles that had to be 
applied to every space and category,” said Sprankles. “If a 
space or furniture was not flexible, it did not meet the 
design principles. CR would bring cool space concepts, 
but it took us time to determine if and how we could use 
them. We had to hypothesize classroom activity, 
considering our past educational experiences and 
determining how we would apply them with progressive 
teaching concepts. The project had a lot of risk because it 
is not a mock-up of another prototype. It is the prototype, 
and other schools will design their schools based upon 
what we create.”

Selecting the right furniture was critical to helping Princeton achieve its goals, giving 
teachers and students the flexibility they need to teach and learn in a variety of ways.

The three, two-story classroom wings in both schools feature double-sized end-caps with vibrant natural light and glass operable walls that allow labs to open up into the corridors and adjacent classrooms. 
The space and furniture facilitate diverse and flexible learning environments from lecture halls and hands-on exploration to group learning and collegiate flex labs. This is another example of creating 
education space out of normally wasted corridor square footage. 

SERVING THE COMMUNITY

Flexibility in design was also critical to ensure that Princ-
eton Middle and High Schools will serve the communi-
ty’s needs today and for the next 50 years. The commu-
nity benefits from Viking Village, a multi-purpose shared 
space located in between the schools. The Village 
features shared lobby services, two cafeterias separat-
ed by an operable glass wall, a 2,500-seat arena-style 
gymnasium, a natatorium, a 1,000-seat theater, a health 
clinic, and administrative offices and community meet-
ing rooms. The schools can use all the resources during 
the day and then generate revenue by renting the space 
to community groups, clubs and athletic associations on 
nights and weekends.

Pack stated, “Five years ago, when districts were 
building new versions of what they already had, the 
level of design and details that we implemented in this 
project were not necessary. Things have changed, and 
in order to build a 22nd century school, all of these 
concepts, from flexibility and technology, to security and 
community involvement, must be planned for in 
advance. The opportunity for the community to access 
and use the facility shows everyone that this facility 
belongs to everyone, and it is something we should be 
proud of.”

The Viking Village was a financially great way to allow the middle school and high school 
to share large-scale performance areas, and to provide a central gathering place for the 
community outside of school hours.



SECURITY FOR A CHANGING WORLD

Technology is integrated throughout the facility, and opera-
tionally, it may be among the safest school in the state. 
Administrators can literally lock down completely various 
areas of the building by pushing a button on a smartphone 
or tablet. In the event of an intruder, the wings of the 
middle schools and high schools can be locked down from 
the rest of the building. Steel doors at the entrances of the 
classroom wings, and in other locations around the 
building, can seal areas of the school in a matter of 
seconds, while hundreds of security cameras placed 
strategically throughout the building protect the communi-
ty’s investment 24/7.

“Given unfortunate events at schools across the country in 
recent years, security is paramount at Princeton,” said 
Sprankles. “Everything that we implemented in terms of 
security, from student key cards to steel doors and security 
cameras, were not last-minute add-ons. They were 
planned from the beginning to protect our students and 
teachers and ensure the safety of our schools.”

NEARING COMPLETION

The construction process was separated into three 
phases, allowing for corrections and additional strategizing 
from phase to phase. The way that the project was set up 
during the design process allowed for adjustments along 
the way. The middle school was completed in 2013, and 
was in use throughout the 2013-14 school year. The high 
school opened in the fall of 2014, and Viking Village will 
open in 2015. Additional construction and renovations are 
planned for outdoor athletic facilities during the next 12-18 
months. 

Sprankles commented, “CR has been a great support 
throughout this process, truly listening to our needs and 
helping to express our vision through design. The result is 
a product of many good people, partnership and relation-
ship. In many cases we were trying to create solutions for 
problems we had never experienced before. Fortunately, 
with a lot of patience, communication, and solid collabora-
tive relationships, we have created the best possible 
schools within the scope of our resources, timeline and 
objectives.”

For Dr. Pack, building the fifth largest complex in the state 
of Ohio was a result of having the right people in place.

“In the past, I’ve worked with architects that brought a set 
of plans that were adapted from previous projects. This 
was not that type of project, and CR is not one of those 
firms. They became part of our team, collaborating, listen-
ing, designing, and developing principles that were 
paramount to this project. I’ve worked with lots of archi-
tects and contractors during the past 15-20 years through 
$660 million of school construction, and CR is right at the 
top. We have a growing professional relationship that has 
evolved into personal relationships with many members of 
the CR team. I have no reservations recommending CR for 
any work they want to do in the future.”

For CR, this project meant taking a leadership role in all 
aspects of the process. The lessons learned in developing 
a 22nd century school will serve as a foundation for future 
school projects, helping additional school districts plan, 
design and build facilities that will strengthen communities 
and shape education for decades to come. 

Construction was planned and will be completed in three phases. Students attended the 
middle school in 2013 while high school students started in 2014. Viking Village will
open in 2015.





www.cr-architects.com


