
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In 2012, St. Louis County voters approved Prop S, 
a tax levy increase, of which a portion was used to 
fund several districtwide projects, including a new, 
state-of-the-art Northview High School designed 
specifically to address the unique requirements of 
its special needs student population. Northview 
High School is a learning center serving students 
ages 14 through 21with a range of disabilities, 
including autism, emotional disturbance, 
intellectual disability and orthopedic impairment. 
Northview’s acclaimed curriculum provides its students with a personalized, traditional academic framework, 
while balancing it with “real world” exposure and life skills training. Because the students have a wide-range 
of abilities, the school requires specialized learning environments that support each group’s physical, sensory, 
and educational needs.  Today, the new Northview effectively marries form with function and offers a vibrant, 
bright, thoughtful environment designed specifically for the school’s student population. Common gathering 
spaces promote educational enrichment, personal and group interaction, and life skills training, while also 
inspiring independence and self-reliance. 

SITUATION
Designed in 1964 to accommodate the special needs student 
population of the era, the old Northview High School was 
a three-story, 55,000 square foot, concrete-block building.  
At that time, students did not require the intense level 
of support that is required today.  By the 1980s, this was 
changing rapidly. Educational diagnoses and therapies were 
becoming more sophisticated, which resulted in a growing 
number of students with autism and other more complicated 
physical needs entering the school. By 2013, the building’s 
physical requirements – and shortcomings – were being 
pushed to the limits. 

Physical challenges of the existing building included:
•	 Multiple	Stories.	With three-stories, the building presented 

incredible challenges for students with limited or 
impaired mobility, not to mention for the staff who 
assisted them. 

•	 Limited	Access	to	Natural	Light.	Elevated windows limited 
views of outside scenery. 
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“We finally have a space where our kids feel important, comfortable and valued.” 
      -Stephanie	Valleroy,	Northview	High	School	Principal
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• Staff workroom and lounge offer teachers and staff a private area and the space they need to prepare for classes, take 
breaks, and hold meetings. 

• Although 80,000 of the school’s 100,000 square feet are located on the first floor, a larger elevator has been installed to 
comfortably move students, and their special equipment as needed, between floors.

Aesthetics ALWAYS Matter
Aesthetics – colors, light, and structure – establish an atmosphere, always important in a creative/learning environment. 
However, at Northview, these elements took on additional importance, given the challenges and sensitivities of the students. 
It was essential to strike the right tone. 
•	 Lighting.	Students with special needs are frequently sensitive to lighting systems. The Bond Architects team understood 

this – even working with Northview staff to conduct tests of various systems before investments were made. Once 
installed, light fixtures were aligned for the safety of the students and with room purpose in mind. Task lighting and 
dimming controls, along with other visuals help establish an environment conducive to learning. An emphasis on 
natural light brings the openness of the out doors through large windows in each classroom and in the common areas 
throughout the school. 

•	 Interiors.	Curving walls and points of interest encourage movement throughout the space. Benches and nooks 
provide semi-private resting spaces. Tack boards display student information and work to create warmth and a sense 
of community, while the common areas all have easy access to the 
tranquility and natural ambiance of the secure, outside, landscaped 
courtyard. 

•	 Color.	The use of inviting colors, contrast and cues, reflect a natural and 
soothing environment, and considerations were made to inspire feelings 
of calm and the flow of nature within the school. 

•	 Acoustics. Acoustics are of vital importance for all students, not just those 
with special needs. However, for those with these challenges, sound and 
how it travels plays a significant role in the overall learning experience. 
At Northview, interior, dividing walls limit the transmission of sound in 
common areas. Amplification systems are also in place in every classroom, 
and the gym and cafeteria are located away from the main teaching areas 
to minimize distractions and ambient noise. 

•	 Building	Materials	and	Finishes.	Care was taken to select materials for 
building finishes that reflect and enhance the calming, natural theme of 
the school, but also offer the durability necessary for a high school setting 
– particularly one serving the special needs population.

“Bond Architects listened. They took the time to really understand our needs. Most importantly, 
they took the rudimentary floor plan and the functionality we had come up with and made it a 
reality, while adding touches that we hadn’t even considered.” 
    -Stephanie	Valleroy,	Northview	High	School	Principal
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Northview	High	School	Main	Entrance

Commons	areas	promote	life	skills	activities	and	small	
group	gatherings	

Challenge New Northview Old Northview 
Stories One and a half stories Three stories 
Boost number of 
educational spaces 

Five suites comprised of  
30 classrooms and 7 
common areas. Dedicated 
spaces for art, music, and 
a workshop also added.  

24 classrooms 

Enhance real world/life 
skills spaces 

Five common areas with 
kitchenette and laundry 
facilities. A student 
restaurant space enables 
the students to socialize 
and learn 

Kitchen areas were used 
as shared classrooms, so 
few students had access.  

Convenient personal care 
facilities  

Yes. Co-located with each
classroom/meeting space 
module 

No. Valuable “learning” 
time lost. 

Expanded cafeteria Three lunch shifts. 
Improved acoustics.  

Five lunch shifts 

Elevator Oversized, larger than 
average, and able to 
accommodate multiple 
wheelchairs or an entire 
class of students, so 
groups don’t have to split 
up.  

Small, inadequate, 
frequently broke down. 

Library Yes 
None Computer lab Yes 
None 

Staff meeting rooms One. Staff frequently gave 
up their lunch and break 
area, so that teachers and 
parents could meet 
privately.  

Storage Dedicated storage 
facilities 

Hallways 

Finally, 
park

ing at  the new facility is much improved, as 
are s

tudent p ick up and 
building access 
points. 

Five.  Plus separate lounge 
and work room.

COMPARISON



•	 Inadequate	Classroom	and	Professional	Space.	With only 24 dedicated classrooms, six classes were doubled up in three 
rooms, and two teachers did not have a classroom at all. Music was on a cart. Moreover, specialized service providers 
like language-, occupational-, physical-, and music-therapists, along with nurses, lacked dedicated space to meet with 
students and parents. Social workers went without a therapy room. Instead, they went on walks or met with students 
in the hallways. 

•	 Aging	Electrical	System. Fuses were tripped occasionally because the electrical system was not equipped to handle the 
demands of today’s modern technology. 

•	 Educational	Facilities	Lacking.	Without a library or a computer lab, students had limited access to these elements of 
education. 

•	 Lack	of	Storage. Hallways served as storage areas for some equipment and other items. 
•	 Small	Cafeteria.	Five lunch sessions were required to serve the students. 
•	 Fire	Escape.	Although never used, the three-story building required a slide for a fire escape.

OUTCOME
A 100,000 square-foot, state-of-the-art learning center was 
designed specifically for students with special needs and 
their physical and curriculum requirements. Today, the new 
Northview High School is equipped to teach, nurture, and 
grow the skills of its students to maximize their abilities so 
they can succeed in their daily lives. For the design team at 
Bond Architects, this specialized curriculum created a number 
of challenges. After extensive discussions with the Northview 
teaching faculty, administrative staff, and Special School District 
personnel, the Bond Architects team developed a “suite” design, 
in which groups of students with similar abilities could study 
and learn. Such an approach provides generous, open common 
space, while also promoting student interaction with teachers 
and peers. As a result, there are now five suites of classrooms, 
which are designed to accommodate different challenges. Each 
of the suites includes a flexible and functional multi-purpose 
area to help students learn practical life skills like simple food 
preparation, cleaning and laundering, and the communication 
techniques involved in these tasks. In addition, each suite has its 
own restrooms, a meeting room, storage, and specialized spaces 
as required. With these facilities in close proximity, students are 
able to quickly, easily, and safely move from one area to another. 
Doing so promotes a feeling of independence and allows 
students and staff to feel part of a community. 

NORTHVIEW HIGHLIGHTS
A Personalized Education: Dedicated Therapy Rooms
The new facility also offers the significant addition of therapy 
rooms to accommodate the specialized educational needs of students. From speech and language pathology, to physical and 
occupational therapy, private rooms are now available for instruction and meetings. 

The Courtyard: Tying It All Together
The unique outdoor courtyard, which is accessible from all of 
the school’s suites, became a powerful organizing method for 
the overall design of the building. The concept emerged from 
initial staff interviews, which identified the importance of the 
outdoor track at the old Northview for staff and students.  As a 
result, the Bond Architects team built upon this novel concept 
and incorporated an outdoor classroom and courtyard design 
into the new school facility. Today, the courtyard provides a 
secure place for students to access the outdoors to explore 
and learn, and even to enjoy personal solitude. It incorporates 
appealing landscaped areas, as well as learning spaces with 
easy access to and from each of the suites. Raised garden beds 
allow students to tend to their own plants – from seeding 
to vegetable harvesting. When St. Louis weather cooperates, 
staff can also use the space for outdoor instructional periods. 
In addition, expansive windows and markers immersed in the 
courtyard landscape design provide visual cues to help students 
navigate the building between suites. This system facilitates an 
efficient flow of traffic, while offering everyone an inspiring, 
secure connection to natural light and the outdoors. 

Welcome Additions: Library and Computer Lab
A new spacious library fosters security and comfort for 
students in reading groups or learning sessions, while also 
proving adequate personal space to meet each student’s needs. 
The interior encourages socializing and communication, while 
also maintaining the flexibility to accommodate curriculum 
changes or the physical limitations of students. The computer lab is intended to serve a multitude of learning modalities, 
from interactive programs to more independent project activities. Motorized tables in the newly-created computer lab 
enable the students to adjust their monitor and keyboard height based on their particular personal needs and preferences. 
The new lab is used extensively throughout the day, not only by the students, but by staff as well. 

Larger Cafeteria: A Place to Eat and Learn
The new, expanded cafeteria helps staff reduce lunch sessions from five to three, which offers the added benefit of more 
instruction time. Improved acoustics and seating helps staff hold meetings during the lunch period. A separate teaching 
kitchen and seating area offer opportunities for instruction in commercial food preparation and restaurant style service. 
 
Small (Thoughtful) Improvements Make Big Differences

• Sensory rooms and benches are placed comfortably throughout the circulation spaces to provide students with extra 
space and quiet time.

• Health clinic and gross motor exercise area help address the physical needs 
and well-being of the students. Students can work on physical therapy goals, endurance, and set exercise goals for 
themselves. Staff can also access the equipment after school. The larger Health Clinic allows for more privacy and the 
ability to provide individualized attention.
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Northview	students	using	new	Smart	Board	technology	in	classroom

Outdoor	courtyard	with	therapy	gardens

The	computer	lab	offers	adjustable	height	work	stations

Corridors	include	rounded	corners	for	safety	and	seating	nooks	for	students	
who	find	small	spaces	calming.
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