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Schools are some of the most important and visible forms
of public infrastructure within a community. They serve
as powerful community anchors that support not only
learning, but also connection, identity, and civic life.
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Schools thrive when they reflect and respond to the
people they serve. Communities that are actively
engaged in the visionary direction of their local
education system create more effective and inclusive
places that are deeply embedded in the fabric of
everyday life. Through collaborative planning, these
spaces can evolve beyond traditional functions to
host afterschool programs, cultural events, and
even emergency response efforts. As demands on
public education systems increase, reimagining
schools as community-centered places is both timely
and necessary.

THE EXPANDING ROLE OF SCHOOLS

Historically, schools have served as far more than
places of instruction. They’ve functioned as polling
sites, public meeting spaces, recreation centers,
and cultural hubs — roles that are especially vital
in rural and underserved communities. In recent
decades, however, access has often narrowed due
to heightened security concerns, restricted entry,
and siloed priorities that limit community use.

Reclaiming schools as true community anchors
requires more than simply opening doors. It calls
for intentional visioning of flexible, shared spaces—
such as libraries, gyms, and outdoor areas—paired
with programming that extends beyond the school
day that helps create more inclusive and active
environments. Just as important is ensuring these
spaces reflect local identity, history, and values,
fostering pride and a sense of ownership.

These outcomes do not happen by chance. Today,
that process is increasingly complex, with financial
pressures shifting conversations toward cost. At the
same time, communities expect greater tfransparency
and rapid communication amid the spread of mis-
information. As a result, successful school design
depends not only on the facility itself, but on
building a trusted, inclusive engagement process
from the start.

WHY COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT SHAPES
BETTER SCHOOLS

Meaningful community engagement is not just a
procedural step in school planning; it drives more
responsive and effective design. By involving
stakeholders in decision-making, districts build trust
and transparency around public investment, helping
communities understand not only what is being
built, but why. This openness strengthens credibility,
especially where concerns about cost, priorities,
and long-term value might otherwise stall progress.

Engagement also uncovers the
everyday needs of a community—
childcare, safe outdoor spaces,
reliable technology, and culturally
relevant facilities—that ground
design decisions in lived experience
rather than assumptions.

Inclusive engagement ensures diverse perspectives
shape the outcome. Students, families, educators,
and community members each offer unique insights
infto how spaces should function. Students speak
to experience, families to safety and access, and
residents to shared use. Together, these voices
create a more complete vision for what a school
can be.
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MAHNOMEN COMMUNITY WORKSHOP

At  Mahnomen School District, an engaged
visioning process directly shaped the final design,
demonstrating how inclusive participation can
translate into meaningful outcomes. Early in the
process, the district prioritized broad community
involvement through meetings, interactive
workshops, and activities that elevated voices
across cultures, roles, and age groups. During
pre-referendum engagement, staff, students, and
community members explored key questions about
educational priorities and teaching approaches,
while tours of existing facilities grounded discussions
in real experiences.

A collaborative workshop invited participants to
physically map their ideas using a game-based
layout exercise. These directly informed the initial
referendum floor plan, establishing a clear link
between community input and design outcomes.
Additional feedback, including staff pre-occupancy
surveys and ongoing user group discussions, further
refined space needs throughout the design process.
The result is a school that reflects its community
functionally, culturally, and experientially —
proving that engaged visioning leads to more
authentic, responsive design.

When a process is approached with genuine
engagement and intention, three critical outcomes

consistently emerge:

Stronger relationships and trust. Opportunities
for dialogue, relationship-building, and mutual
understanding among diverse groups help position
schools as welcoming spaces where people from
different backgrounds can gather, connect, and
participate in civic life. As residents see their input
reflected in tangible outcomes, trust grows — not

only in the project itself, but also in the institutions

behind it.

Greater use and long-term value. Designing
with community needs in mind leads to increased
use and lasting impact. Spaces that reflect how
people actually live—through flexible gathering
areas, accessible recreation facilities, and multi-use
rooms—are more likely to be used frequently and by
a broader range of people. This higher utilization
ensures more efficient public investment and extends
the value of school facilities beyond the school day.

Increased student and family engagement.
Students are more likely to feel supported and
engaged in environments that reflect their identities
and experiences, while families become more
involved when they feel a sense of ownership in
the space.

Ultimately, the most successful efforts recognize
that engagement is not a box to check, but
a core design practice that shapes both the
process and the outcome. An engaged process
transforms schools from institutions placed
within neighborhoods into spaces genuinely
shaped by the communities around them. The
result is not only a better building, but a stronger,
more connected community that sees the school as
its own.

3 SCHOOLS AS COMMUNITY ANCHORS | K12 EDUCATION UPDATE | VOLUME XIV

k& The input from our industry
partners, along with student
feedback, played a critical
role in shaping the vision,
programming, and physical
learning spaces to support

technical training and academic
growth — spaces where students
can explore high-demand fields
while developing real-world
technical skills,”

Eric Ripley, Career Impact Academy Director

DESIGNING ENGAGEMENT: TURNING
INTENT INTO PRACTICE

Meaningful community engagement requires time,
resources, and careful coordination as part of an
intentional, well-designed process. To be effective,
this work should be approached as a series of
deliberate, actionable steps:

Engage early to shape outcomes. Begin involving
the community before key decisions are finalized,
ensuring their input can meaningfully influence
direction rather than simply respond to pre-
determined plans.

Use accessible engagement methods. Incorporate
a range of formats—such as workshops, design
charrettes, and student-led sessions—to reach a
broad audience. Prioritize accessibility by offering
language support, childcare, and meals where
possible to reduce barriers and demonstrate that

all contributions are valued.

Partner with trusted community organizations.
Collaborate with local groups that already have
strong relationships within the community to
expand outreach and connect with individuals
who may be less likely to pearticipate through
traditional channels.

"CAREER IMPACT ACADEMY COMMUNITY WORKSHOP

Close the feedback loop. Clearly communicate
how community input has influenced decisions,
reinforcing transparency, building credibility, and
encouraging continued participation throughout

the process.

Ultimately, the most successful efforts recognize
that engagement is not a box to check, but a core
design practice that shapes both the process and the
outcome. An engaged process transforms schools
from institutions placed within neighborhoods into
spaces genuinely shaped by the communities around
them. The result is not only a better building, but a
stronger, more connected community that sees the
school as its own.

SCHOOLS AS FOUNDATIONS OF
PUBLIC LIFE

Schools reach their fullest potential as civic anchors
when they are designed with communities, not
simply for them. These spaces are more than
buildings; they are part of the social fabric where
people connect, learn, and grow together. As
communities change, the way we design schools
must also adapt. Meaningful engagement is
not an added layer, but the foundation for
creating schools that are responsive, inclusive,
and deeply rooted in the lives of the people
they serve. When communities are invited into the
design process in authentic ways, we end up with
more connected communities where schools remain

vital, trusted, and enduring centers of civic life.
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IN NORTH TEXAS

What happens when educational leaders and
community partners come together for an
afternoon? Ideas turn into momentum.

For JLG leaders Dan Miller and Dr. Brad Hunt, it
meant leaving inspired by meaningful conversations
and collaborative thinking focused on advancing
education in North Texas. In April, JLG—alongside
generous event sponsors ImageNet Consulting,
Vari, ELJ, Linebarger Attorneys at Law, and Gravely
Attorneys—hosted an Executive Roundtable with
area school leaders designed to do just that.

Through candid dialogue and shared expertise,
participants explored the future of Career and
Technical Education (CTE) centers, the role of
artificial intelligence in workforce readiness, and
how facilities planning must adapt to shifting
enrollment and district consolidation. Each session
blended small-group ideation with informal
presentations, creating space for both strategic
thinking and practical application.

The result wasn't just discussion—it was a renewed
sense of purpose, stronger connections, and
actionable ideas that leaders are already carrying
back to their districts to create meaningful impact.

EXCELLENCE

k& The Superintendent
Executive Roundtable was an

exceptional experience. Being
in the room with school leaders
who are equally committed

to moving public education

forward through creative,

innovative problem-solving was
both energizing and affirming.
The conversations were exactly
what school leaders need

right now.”

- Dr. Lorie Squalls, Chief Academic Officer,
Royce City ISD
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SUCCESS IN ST. CLOUD
'SCHOOL DISTRICT, ISD 742

Long overdue for renovation, Apollo High School,
St. Cloud Area School District’s north side secondary
school, is getting an upgrade to support This Century
learning and design standards. Culminating over a
decade of designs and multiple failed referendums,
the District successfully passed the current levy this
past April.

The District envisions a vibrant hub of CTE spaces at
the core of the building, putting hands-on learning
on display. New spaces include a leading-edge
culinary lab and dedicated CNA and EMR/EMT
labs, complete with an ambulance for simulations.
The music suite and science labs will undergo
a refresh and a much-needed expansion of the
kitchen, bringing new opportunities for students.
Safety and security upgrades are included in the
refresh, with a new controlled entrance and a multi-
purpose gym serving as a storm shelter. On the site,
a separate indoor athletics facility will be built to
support district-wide activities, along with updates
to outdoor recreation fields.

Construction will commence late summer 2026 with
a continuous two-year overall construction timeline.
The complexity of the project requires six different
phases across the 350,000 SF building and campus.

Throughout the design and planning process, JLG
and the construction management team worked
diligently with the District to ensure student
learning, as well as safety and security would be
uninterrupted over the course of the project.

As a classic example of post-modern concrete
architecture from the 1970s, the refreshed
design updates the exterior while thoughtfully
balancing the original concrete elements with
new materials, introducing a touch of whimsy
to a warm and bright environment. A highlight
of the renovation is the display of a test capsule
from the Apollo space program, honoring the
school’s namesake. Suspended in the new entry, the
capsule will welcome students with a constellation
of surrounding lights, inspiring daily wonder and
fostering Eagle pride.
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