Buckingham County Primary & Elementary Schools at the Carter G. Woodson Education Complex
Project Description

Placemaking, Community, and Reuse

The more vernacular a building material, the more historical influence that material can have on a place
and its legacy of natural resources. Such is the case with Buckingham County, Virginia slate, one of the
only true dark charcoal slate stones that can be seen on historic buildings in Washington, DC — like the
Smithsonian. For Buckingham County’s newly renovated and restored primary and elementary school
campus, the choice to use local Buckingham stone as a central expression of the campus identity serves
to tell children the story of Buckingham County’s cultural history, geological past, and sustainable future.

The project recognizes the positive social, ecological, and economic benefits of reusing local sites and
structures. The application of Buckingham stone — durable, hand-crafted, and featuring a natural texture
and luster that withstand weather damage and the test of time — reinforced this mission to specify
materials that would support a community setting for decades to come. This commitment to re-investment
also supported an increase in space utilization through consolidation, with the aim to promote a healthy
learning community for 1,000 K-5 students.

Fostering Healthy, Connected Communities

Select demolition, renovation, and new construction on two former school sites led to the creation of a
“one school” complex that simultaneously demarcates distinct entries for primary and elementary school
students. The center of the campus situates shared communal learning spaces around an outdoor piazza
featuring slate and stone. An all-glass bridge frames outward views of the campus —

highlighting creative applications of local stone found in the entry piazza and nearby playscapes and

garden terraces which radiate outward from this communal threshold.

Indoors, the stone appears prominently in large gathering spaces — such as in the Community Commons
and monumental stair — reaffirming the community’s connection to its natural context. Outdoors, a
rainscreen cladding system with custom slate shingles emphasizes the sculptural qualities of the
architecture. Another unique use of slate is found in the slate-lined stormwater conveyance channel
cutting through the entry plaza. The channel visibly measures the size of storms, allowing students to
understand the occurrence and volume of water associated with each storm event and apply real-world
skills to natural contexts.

Healthy By Design

The design team worked with key stakeholders, public health scientists, and a pediatrician to identify a
set of pedagogical goals foregrounding health and well-being. The project integrates healthy eating, food
stewardship, and physical activity as educational and architectural components to allow healthy behavior
to seamlessly become a part of the school day.

With an organic and tactile quality that changes with the weather and seasons, slate plays

an important role in enlivening the children’s everyday landscape. The stone serves the architecture and
learning curriculum equally well as both large expressions (i.e. benches, shingles, counters, and honed
tiles) as well as smaller pieces (i.e. stacked stone, which nicely offset flora and fauna in the landscape).
Durable and expressive — slate highlights natural ecologies and local resources to

foreground a learning environment that is equally flexible and inspiring.
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