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It is almost forgotten that the dictionary definition of “community” is tied to a place:

either a group of people with a common interest living in a particular area, or more
broadly, the area itself1. The word “community” is used to define anything and
everything where there is a shared interest in something. This broader use of the term
has lead to an understanding that the stronger the sense of shared values, the stronger
the community.

Many different organizations have found value in setting out to build a sense of
community around their mission. For the University of Chicago Laboratory Schools
(Lab), the university’s private N-12 school, their community evolved from the institution
founded in 1904 by revolutionary educator John Dewey. Its community of alumni,
parents, teachers, and students share core values about education and culture. eBay, to
the envy of many other corporations, has been able to develop a “community” of
employees and users whose lives have been enabled by the website. Valerio Dewalt
Train Associates (VDTA) has been working with both Lab and eBay on two very different
building projects, but both projects are intended to strengthen their communities in very
similar ways.
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Communities are built through shared experiences. This is true of a community rooted
in a place such as Lab, or a community rooted in the enabling experience of eBay. In
each case the founders and early adopters understood their mission and understood
what they had in common with other members of the community. But shared
experiences within a community become increasingly rare as time passes, as the
community becomes increasing complex and as changes in the broader culture change
how people interact. There is less time spent together and time that is spent together
is less and less personal. Communication follows the path of least resistance, and this
path is paved by our modern age.

Lab has grown from a few teachers and students in 1904 to an institution with a student
body of 1,700, over 200 teachers, and approximately 8,000 active alumni. Children of
faculty and staff at the University of Chicago make up roughly 50% of the enrollment.
The other half comes from all parts of the Chicago area. The current Lab master plan
calls for increasing the campus enrollment to a student body of 2,000. The added
enrollment of 300 is intended to increase diversity, another core value, by enrolling a
higher percentage of non-University children. Given the increasing size of the school,
the fact that alumni are spread around the world, and the head down “I’m working on my
iPhone” attitude among today’s students, how does Lab strengthen the sense of
community?
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eBay grew from a small online auction site, a community of computer programmers
creating a marketplace for the internet age. There was little differentiation between the
company and the users. But eBay grew and grew, becoming what Meg Whitman,
longtime CEO, once described as the ‘Walmart of the Internet.’ By 2004, eBay had
approximately 1,900 staff on the recently renamed (Meg) Whitman Campus and they had
just purchased the site for a second campus on North First Street in San Jose. Although
few people knew what the person in the next cube was doing, the decision to add a
second campus forced everyone to ask, how can we build a sense of community among
the eBay staff? How is the staff part of the larger community that includes everyone who
uses eBay as a marketplace?

As both Lab and eBay considered their plans for campus growth and expansion, they
arrived at the same conclusion: in place of shared experiences, each would use the
power of architecture to define a unique and memorable sense of place. It is through
this sense of place that shared memories are created across time and space to reinforce
common values.

People always remember where they were when something memorable happens. You
remember whom you were with. But a place also can connect people over time. Anyone
who spent time in front of the great fireplace in the entry of Lab’s Blaine Hall, built in
1904, feels as if they are a part of the Lab community. The architecture of a place sets
the stage, creates the atmosphere, the shape, the feel of what is experienced within a
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community; architecture contributes as much to the shared memory of a community as
does the experience itself.

One corporate and the other educational, these examples of campus expansion projects
are very different, but they share similar goals. In the case of eBay, the new campus
required the renovation of 600,000 SF of existing buildings and the construction of a new
200,000 SF building has been completed and has been certified LEED Gold by the
USGBC. In the case of the Laboratory Schools, a multi-phase project is under design that
includes the restoration of the historic campus and addition of two major buildings,
including the Arts Wing and the Early Childhood Center. All in, this project totals over
500,000 SF.

Sustainability has, in the last decade, become a core personal value of many individuals
and a defining common value for many communities. There has been a wider cultural
realization that the business as usual of our modern age is not environmentally
sustainable. To most working communities, the idea of sustainability is not a goal in and
of itself, but a framework upon which decisions are made. The decisions made are
influenced by the defining common value of sustainability.

Both organizations discovered, as a by-product of the design process, that their
communities identify sustainability as a core value. As a result, sustainability has
informed the decisions as each project took shape. This includes the planning of what
space to build and how to orient the buildings; how to integrate renewable resources
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and more energy efficient mechanical systems; how to create a healthier interior
environment for the members of each community; how to ensure each projects treads
as lightly as possible on the natural environment. Ultimately, these projects are about a
search for excellence in place.

The University of Chicago Laboratory Schools

The University of Chicago Laboratory Schools, founded in 1904, by revolutionary
educator John Dewey, is one of the top five private N-12 schools in the U.S. In late 2008,
VDTA began planning an extensive preservation, renovation and new construction
project for the Lab campus. This project began with an exhaustive research phase that
surveyed future trends in education, and asked the broader question of just what was to
be achieved. Through interactive sessions with teachers, administrators, parents, and
neighbors, we heard a predictable set of expectations: more space, better technology,
more parking, and maintaining the existing feel of the historic campus. Often these
expectations varied depending on which group we talked to. However, constituents from
all sub-groups within the Lab Schools community flagged the idea of infusing
sustainability as an important goal for the project.

One of the earliest decisions affected by (and affecting) sustainability was to decide what
to build. The existing Lab campus has over 300K GSF of existing facilities, most of which
require extensive renovation work. During the early design process we analyzed which
parts of the program would fit within the existing facilities; the real question became
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how much new construction would be needed. The most sustainable decision that can
be made affecting a building project is to not build at all. The energy intensive resources
that go into the construction of a new building made the idea of renovating the existing
buildings appealing. Lab has a bounty of existing buildings. Decisions were made to replan the existing buildings program, making the floor plans more efficient, and minimize
the square footage required to build new to meet Lab’s program. The spaces that are
provided in the new building often serve multiple functions, further reducing the need
for new programmatic space. Examples of these include the new Assembly Theater,
serving both the all-school meeting space and a music performance space, and the
Welcome Center, serving as a community gathering space, art gallery, and location of
the annual children’s lobby sing.

The reorganization of the Lab program included an expansion of students at all grade
levels, requiring the addition of square footage to meet programmatic expectations.
Another priority of the Lab project is the expansion and enhancement of the Arts
programs for students at all grade levels, including music, performing art, and visual
arts. In both of these cases programmatic requirements made it impossible to
accommodate these functions in the historic buildings. In the case of early childhood
classrooms, direct access to the exterior is critical to the pedagogy. In the case of the
arts, large spaces with tall ceilings and lots of natural light were critical. As these
programmatic needs became clear, the decision became to build two new buildings:
first, an Early Childhood Center, serving the youngest grades, including children in
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nursery through second grade, and second, an Arts Wing, serving the arts program and
including drama theaters, music rehearsal and performance spaces, and artist studios.

Once the decision to build two new buildings was made, the project was planned not only
to maintain the existing Lab culture, but also how to use this opportunity to provide a
place that would enhance and improve the existing community. With sustainability
defined as one of Lab’s core values, the design process of the new buildings and
renovation of the existing was always discussed in terms of its impact on the community
and on the environment. These two concepts were linked at all phases of the design.

Sustainable strategies employed by the Lab Schools that contribute to the enhancement
of community include its location within a dense urban environment, contributing to
shorter commutes for neighborhood students, and a multitude of local resources,
including the University of Chicago. Natural sunlight plays an important role in the Lab
environment, both for outdoor and indoor learning. Captured sunlight not only
contributes to less reliance on mechanical for heating and electrical for lighting, but this
light naturally creates an environment that students and faculty want to be in; it creates
shared experience.

The Lab project team utilizes the LEED for Schools rating system to measure the
achievement of sustainable related design goals. This system provides a credit for
initiating an educational program for students called School as a Teaching Tool. LEED
rightly recognizes the importance of raising students’ awareness of environmental
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issues. What this credit really reinforces is the importance of place within the context of
sustainability. Through the experience of learning in a sustainable environment,
individual students are given the opportunity to see how they fit within the context of
their larger, sustainably focused, community.

eBay

The educational community of Lab and the corporate community of eBay share
sustainability as one of their core values. VDTA was challenged to communicate eBay’s
core value of sustainability through architecture. This challenge was broadened and
deepened when the company commissioned a highly sustainable building as their first
new ground up building in 2004. Completed in early 2008, the structure called B-17 is
seen as a teaching tool, communicating both the core values of eBay, but also the
broader implications of eBay as a global citizen.

In the beginning, VDTA recommended that B-17 should pursue LEED certification.
Fearing higher costs, Rick Friedman, Director of Workplace Resources at eBay,
approved the $500 USGBC fee based on our analysis that basic certification could be
achieved at little or no additional cost. This was based on a number of “automatic”
points; building on a Brownfield site, proximity to bus routes and a light rail station at
the edge of the campus, and designing to meet California’s strict Title 24 Energy Code
were all givens that provided LEED credits.

8

As the building design developed, the initial concepts were all focused on improving the
energy performance of the building. The long dimension of the building is oriented
east/west, with the short ends mainly solid. The windows in these ends are deeply
recessed in precast panels, making them self-shading during parts of the day. The
depth from window wall to core was minimized to increase the penetration of natural
daylight into the space. Other sustainable features were included in the design of the
building that were not reflected in our LEED score. The fire stairs are not buried in the
body of the building, but instead are positioned at each end of the core along the exterior
wall. These light filled shafts of space encourage staff to walk between the several
floors over the five-story building. These were the “good bones” we put in place during
schematic design. Our initial test of the design using the LEED score sheet indicated
that the building could achieve a Silver rating.

During the early stages of the design process, the project team, including the A/E team
and Workplace Resources, was reporting to a “Design Committee” of interested
executives commissioned by Meg Whitman. At one of these meetings in 2005, one of the
members wondered if we were designing to meet LEED certification; this member had
just read about the program in an in-flight magazine on a recent trip. Rick Friedman,
like a surfer who never lets a good wave pass by, assured her that this had always been
the plan.

As the design development phase began, the team was still operating under the preLEED budget that had been developed and approved by the Board. This budget was very
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appropriate for the “Walmart of the Internet.” But at about this time Meg Whitman
inaugurated the “Global Citizenship Initiative” at eBay – the mission was to make eBay a
more socially responsible company.

This effort was noble, but difficult to implement. eBay makes nothing, stores nothing,
and ships nothing. It has no retail stores. There are no raw factory operations to clean
up. The Initiative quickly focused on eBay’s own office facilities and data centers. For
the B-17 building project, it rewrote the rules of corporate real estate; as we had
learned a long time ago, once a budget is approved you can never go back for more
money. For this project we explored how to apply for “grants” to fund new sustainable
technologies at B-17. In each case we had to prove a financial or social benefit to our
design.

The team was successful with the grants, allowing us to improve the quality of the HVAC
equipment, add a daylight harvesting system, and add a PV array of 3,264 cells on the
roof of B-17 and the six existing buildings on campus. This array provides 700 kilowatts
of power, providing over 17% of the power for the entire campus. In addition, the A/E
team worked with Integrated Building Solutions of San Ramon, CA to develop a new BMS
system. This system is both highly graphic and user friendly. Any eBay staffer can log
onto the system and monitor the operation of B-17. This can include practical
information such as the operation of the VAV boxes that supply conditioned air to a
conference room, or general information such as how much power the PV system is
generating. With this increased funding the project was certified LEED Gold in 2009.
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After completion, the building received considerable publicity in the Bay Area for its
approach to sustainable strategies. The building came to the attention of Bloom Energy,
who offered to make B-17 one of their Beta sites for the introduction of their fuel cells.
In addition to the PV array, Bloom Energy installed five 100kW solid oxide fuel cell
generators at the building, which provide an additional 12% of the power for B-17.

Embedded in every decision made during the design of B-17 was how to establish a
connection between eBay staff and eBay users – a return to the roots of the company
where it was all one community. This is reflected in the information program that was
developed for the building. eBay is a corporation without private offices – even the CEO
sits in a cube. As a result, eBay has lots of conference rooms. B-17 had more than
seventy. It is company tradition to name these rooms based on products that can be
purchased on the website. In the case of B-17, each conference room contains
diagrams, photographs and a lengthy narrative describing a sustainable strategy, which
is used to name the room. In the “Daylight Harvesting” conference room, the
technologies used to decrease the use of artificial light are explained to the users.
These strategies go well beyond those used in the building, and are intended to speak
more broadly to the eBay community about what they can do.

The University of Chicago Laboratory Schools and eBay both define themselves and are

defined by their respective communities. As exemplified through their recent design
projects, these institutions share the common value of a commitment to sustainability.
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While this commitment is perhaps more easily expressed at the community level, for
instance through the construction of a major new building, the individual members of
these communities ultimately benefit from this commitment.

While both institutions defined LEED certification as a goal within the context of their
projects, the specific LEED criteria is slightly different due to the unique rating system
attributed to schools; UC Lab Schools is rated on the LEED for Schools rating system
and eBay is rated on the LEED-NC (New Construction) rating system. As mentioned, the
Lab Schools project is earning the School as a Teaching Tool credit, a credit unique to
the LEED for Schools rating system. LEED-NC has no such credit. However, the
opportunities for learning from the environment, including the buildings that give
working communities place, are not unique to school communities.

Architecture has the inherent power to build communities over space and time; this
power is enhanced when the building is embedded with the core values of sustainable
design. Lab and eBay couldn’t be more different institutions founded almost one
hundred years apart, but both made similar decisions: if the question was how to build
community, architecture was the answer. And sustainable design was the core value
that defines the architecture.

1. www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary
2. www.architecture2030.org
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