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large commercial properties, the 
costs could be enormous. If the 
Kensington site had been 100% 
impervious, the annual cost for 
storm water would have been more 
than $30,000 per year.

To obtain a building permit, the 
Philadelphia Water Department must 
review and approve a project’s storm 
water plan. To get an expedited 
review, a project must incorporate 
storm water mediation strategies. 
Due to an abbreviated project sched-
ule, the building team included 
strategies to retain 100% of storm 

Site Challenges
For the high school, the only avail-
able open site in the Kensington 
neighborhood was located along 
the Southeastern Pennsylvania 
Transportation Authority (SEPTA) 
Market-Frankford Elevated Railway 
“EL.” During rush hour, trains clat-
ter past the site as often as every two 
minutes. The elevated track supports  
come down into the narrow site that 
runs lengthwise parallel to the EL, 
making siting the building even more 
difficult because of the proximity 
to the noise’s source. In addition, 
because of the crime in the commu-
nity, the train stop wasn’t heavily used. 

An acoustics consulting firm ana-
lyzed the noise source and deter-
mined the noise could be reduced 
through good design of fenestra-
tion and wall sections. The way 
the building was sited also helped. 
General purpose classrooms are 
located “at the back” of the site, as 
far as possible from the trains. Sites 
of noisier activities — the gym and 
cafeteria — were placed in noisier 
locations. Today, classrooms placed 
at the front of the building — art and 
dance — are actually fairly quiet.

LEED for Schools required that 
the site remediation meet Pennsyl-
vania Department of Environmental 
Protection residential regulations. 
A rail depot previously occupied 
the site, and “hot spots” were found 
everywhere. Contaminants, primar-
ily lead, arsenic and polyaromatic 
hydrocarbons, were dug out and 
removed off site. 

Water Challenges
Around the time that design work  
began on the school, the Phila-
delphia Water Department (PWD) 
developed a plan to charge Phila-
delphians for storm water that they 
let flow into the city’s combined 
sanitary and storm sewers. For  
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A former industrial site known for recreational drug dealing and as a dump-

ing ground inhabited by vagrants and unwanted pets doesn’t seem to be an ideal 

place to locate a new high school. But when activist student group Youth United 

for Change championed the idea for smaller, greener high schools to reduce the 

dropout rate, the School District of Philadelphia divided its underperforming 

2,000-student high school into four smaller schools. Kensington High School for 

the Creative and Performing Arts helped revitalize the derelict site and the sur-

rounding community while using less energy than any other school in the district.

B U I L D I N G  AT  A  G L A N C E

Name Kensington High School for the 
Creative and Performing Arts

Location Philadelphia  
(located between South Kensington 
and Fishtown neighborhoods)

Owner School District of Philadelphia

Principal Use Education: Grades 9–12 
  Includes 200-person theater and 

related back of stage facilities, 
instrumental classroom with private 
practice rooms, choral room, dance 
studio, library and related facilities, 
regulation sized gymnasium with 
shower and locker rooms, cafeteria 
and full-service kitchen, two visual 
art studios, two science laboratories, 
broadcasting studio, and general 
purpose classrooms

Employees/Occupants 525 students 
and 50 teachers and staff (designed for 
400 students and 40 teachers and staff) 

Occupancy Occupied at 131% from  
8 a.m. – 5 p.m. M – F

Gross Square Footage 88,450 
 Conditioned Space 79,695

Distinctions/Awards  
AIA/COTE Top Ten Green Project of 2012 
LEED for Schools, v2.0: Platinum, 2011

Total Cost $23,632,000 
 Cost Per Square Foot $267

Substantial Completion/Occupancy  
August 2010

Above On Earth Day 2011, students 
painted a mural they designed that repre-
sents native species planted on the site. 
Phase Two, which occurred in spring 2012, 
added student poetry.

Opposite The proximity of the elevated 
railway (EL) and related station stop to the 
Kensington High School for the Creative 
and Performing Arts site convinced the 
design team to locate academic class-
rooms at the back of the building away 
from the tracks. The noisiest spaces —  
gym and cafeteria — are located closest  
to the EL. The super-insulated walls, roofs 
and double-glazed safety glass windows 
help deaden exterior noise.
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bluestone salvaged from the original 
site, has a gravel infill that soaks up 
rain as well. A rain garden located 
behind the theater wing handles 
water from those roof areas.

Rainwater from the gymnasium 
wing’s roof is harvested and retained 
for reuse to flush toilets and urinals 
in the building. Initial plans called 
for harvesting rainwater from all 
non-green roofs. However, calcula-
tions determined that the amount 
of water actually needed for the low 
flow fixtures could be met by only 
capturing water off the gymnasium 
wing, eliminating the need for 
municipal water to flush the fixtures. 
The rainwater reuse and the low 
flow fixtures have resulted in a 64% 
water savings over the base case.

of the parking lots, with retention 
below. An emergency vehicle access 
lane that runs along the east edge of 
the site is constructed of permeable 
reinforced turf. A large storm water 
retention tank is located under the 
playing field to the north. 

The original plans for the storm 
water storage tanks involved design-
ing them as a highly visible and 
sculptural element of the building 
exterior. Designers also planned for 
the tanks to be incorporated into 
the curriculum. However, since the 
school’s neighborhood is rife with 
vandalism and graffiti, the school 
district insisted on placing the tanks 
below ground. 

Plantings throughout the project do 
triple duty, serving the purposes of 
site beautification, habitat restoration 
and storm water retention and reme-
diation. At the front of the building, 
a large rain garden along Front Street 
collects water from the west side of 
the building. The “recycled land-
scape,” composed of concrete slabs, 
cobblestones, Belgian block and 

water on site to receive the expedited 
review. These tactics also reduced 
the school’s storm water bill to zero.

The storm water approach includes 
two types of green roof, covering 
40% of the roof area. Pervious pav-
ing is used for significant portions 

Above View from under the elevated 
railway (EL). The school’s design was influ-
enced by the neighboring skylit factories 
and the steel structure of the EL. The gen-
tly sloping path to the front door, between 
the “recycled landscape” (see photo on 
Page 10) and rain gardens, makes this 
accessible pathway the most appealing 
way to enter the building.

Below A Pennsylvania Horticultural Society 
volunteer teaches students how to plant 
vegetable seedlings on Earth Day 2011.

Kensington High School for the Creative 
and Performing Arts was developed 
from a philosophy that students learn 
better in smaller schools. The original 
Kensington High School had more 
than 2,000 students, and was one of 
the poorest performing schools in the 
district. Youth United for Change, a stu-
dent activist organization in Kensington, 
fought for smaller schools and, as a 
result, Kensington High was divided into 
four smaller schools. 

Two of the smaller schools remained in 
the old building, completely divided from 
the other. The High School for Culinary 
Arts moved to a warehouse-type building 
nearby, which better suited their opera-
tions. A new building was constructed 
for Kensington High School for the 
Creative and Performing Arts because 
the curriculum requires special spaces 
that the old building did not have. 

S T U D E N T S  P U S H  F O R 
S M A L L E R  S C H O O L S
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Decorative pendants in the lobbies 
relate to the architectural design. A 
sophisticated theater lighting pack-
age is provided in the theater. 

The school building’s primary 
axis runs north-south, which is not 
ideal for daylighting. However, the 
size of the glazed openings, which 
typically run the full length of the 
classroom and have a head height of 
10 ft, provide ample daylighting to 
the classrooms.

An integrated building automation 
system (BAS) and lighting control 
system also conserves energy. When 
no occupants are in a space, the 
occupancy sensors tell the BAS to 
set back the HVAC system, stop 
providing ventilation to that zone 
and turn off the lights. 

The controls system also allows 
the district’s facilities department 
to monitor all equipment status, 
receive e-mail notifications of all 
alarms and track simple mainte-
nance items such as filter changes. 
While the “complicated” geother-
mal system was initially met with 
skepticism, it has become a favorite 
within the facilities department.

Lighting
Typical classrooms have two kinds 
of fixtures. General lighting is pro-
vided by a linear pendant fixture 
with up and downlight components 
using T8 lamps. A wall-mounted 
linear fixture is located above the 
front whiteboards to place light 
exactly where it is needed. 

Corridors are lit by energy-efficient 
recessed fluorescent T8 fixtures. On 
the upper floor the light fixtures are 
spaced differently to allow for light-
ing by solar light tube “fixtures.” 

zoned so that all classrooms, admin-
istrative areas and support spaces 
have their own thermal control. The 
energy-efficient design has resulted 
in a school that uses less energy than 
any other in the district.

Kensington High School for the Creative 
and Performing Arts had an energy use 
intensity of 39.74 kBtu/ft2 for 2011. 
This places it well below other high 
schools in the region and makes it 
the most energy-efficient school within 
the district.  

The low EUI is a result of high-effi-
ciency HVAC and lighting systems, low 
flow plumbing fixtures reducing domes-
tic hot water consumption, and high 
performance glazing and insulation. The 
school used less energy during the 
2011–12 school year than the previous 
year, which was largely due to milder 
weather. The number of heating degree 
days decreased by 17% compared to 
the previous year. 

E N E R G Y  P E R F O R M A N C E
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Note: 2011–12 data represents June 2011–May 2012. 
Energy model gas consumption included gas use for 
labs, cooking and domestic water heating. Lab gas use 
has been nearly zero, and cooking and domestic hot 
water consumption is much less than expected.

Building Owner/Representative 
School District of Philadelphia

Architect  
SMP SRK Architects, a joint venture

Developer/CM AP/BSI, a joint venture

Mechanical, Electrical Engineer;  
Energy Modeler Alderson Engineering 

Structural Engineer Bevan Lawson, P.E.

Civil Engineer Gilmore & Associates

Environmental Consultant (HAZMAT)  
Envirosearch Consultants, Inc.

Landscape Architect  
Gilmore & Associates

Lighting Design  
David Nelson & Associates

LEED Consultant SMP Architects

Acoustical Consultant 
Metropolitan Acoustics

B U I L D I N G  T E A M

Upon entering the front door, the trans-
parency of the building is evident. From 
this vantage point, visitors can see into 
the library and then out into the school’s 
private garden and classroom. An upward 
glance provides a view of the sky.
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Energy Design Challenges
Geothermal heating and cooling 
systems had been recommended for 
past Philadelphia School District 
projects, but tight budgets always 
pushed the greater first cost of such 
systems out of reach. Two things 
changed with this project, making 
the geothermal system a possibility.

Since this project was a design/
build project, the initial cost of 
the geothermal system was no lon-
ger the school district’s problem 
because of the agreed-upon price 
for the building. It became the 
designers’ responsibility to fit it 
into the budget and get it built on 
time. Geothermal was presented as 
an almost risk-free option with a 
theoretical payback of seven years 
(the school district was not directly 
incurring the first cost). 

In addition, the MEP engineering 
firm presented results from previ-
ous school geothermal systems it 
had designed and gave a compel-
ling presentation to the district. The 
district approved the geothermal 

system, and recent data shows that 
the payback period will be much 
shorter, closer to four years.

One of the school district’s major 
concerns about the geothermal 
system was the use of heat pumps, 
which district officials feared might 
require more maintenance than 
the design standard unit ventila-
tor. This worry was dispelled by 
locating heat pump units in secure 
closets accessed only from the cor-
ridor. Units can be serviced without 
disrupting classrooms, and unit 
noise is muffled by the mass of 
the concrete masonry unit (CMU) 
closet walls.

The high-tech, yet simply main-
tained HVAC system is composed of 
a closed-loop geothermal borefield 
containing 96,500 ft deep wells, one 
vertical water-to-air geothermal heat 
pump per classroom, and dedicated 
100% outside air geothermal ventila-
tion units with heat recovery wheels 
and variable speed fans. The system 
provides high volumes of ventilation 
to improve indoor air quality and is 

This aerial view of the mural and gar-
den also shows the intensive green roof 
located over the library and the “recycled 
landscape,” which surrounds the building 
and is composed of concrete slabs, cob-
blestones, Belgian block and bluestone 
salvaged from the original site.

Annual Energy Use Intensity (EUI) (Site)  
39.74 kBtu/ft2 
 Natural Gas 1.62 kBtu/ft2 
 Electricity 38.12 kBtu/ft2

Annual Source Energy 129 kBtu/ft2

Annual Energy Cost Index (ECI) $1.10/ft2

Savings vs. Standard 90.1-2004 
Design Building 46%

ENERGY STAR Rating 75

Heating Degree Days (base 65˚F) 4,082

Cooling Degree Days (base 65˚F) 1,423

Average Operating Hours per Week  
55, plus community functions in the 
theater and gymnasium

E N E R G Y  AT  A  G L A N C E

Predicted Annual Water Use  
367,750 gallons

W AT E R  AT  A  G L A N C E
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Note: Actual annual water use is not available because 
a water meter was not installed until summer 2012. 
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 Site Design

1   Native Landscaping Requires No Watering

2  Cool Roofs Reflect Solar Heat

 Storm Water Mitigation

3  Green Roofs Cover 45% of Roof Area

4  Porous Paving at Parking

5  Rain Gardens

6  Reinforced Turf at Emergency Access Area

7  Rainwater Cisterns

 Resource Conservation

8   Geothermal Heating and Cooling

9   Super Insulated Exterior Building Shell

 

 Other Green Features

10   Outdoor Classroom and Organic Garden

11   Recycled Landscape Paving from Original Site

12   Field Turf Requiring No Watering or Mowing

 Building Elements

13   Auditorium

14   Music Classrooms

15  Cafeteria and Kitchen

16   Gymnasium and Athletic Offices

 17   Dance Studio

18   Art Studio

S U S TA I N A B L E  S T R AT E G I E S  A N D  B U I L D I N G  E L E M E N T S
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Building Materials
Building materials were selected pri-
marily for two reasons: to create an 
energy-efficient envelope with a high 
sound transmission class acoustic 
rating to shield users from the exte-
rior noise, and to conserve resources. 

tempered unit for the second 
floor. The cavity wall and metal 
panel construction are designed 
to achieve a minimum R-value of 
21, and the roofs were all designed 
to achieve R-30. Air barriers are 
used throughout.

Recycled materials comprise more 
than 35% of the total value as cal-
culated by LEED. Rapidly renew-
able materials include wheatboard 
casework (95%), linoleum flooring 

Because of the desire to introduce 
as much daylighting and as many 
views as possible, it was a given that 
a significant amount of the exterior 
envelope would be glazed.

To meet energy and acoustic goals, 
and the school district’s concerns 
about glass breakage and secu-
rity, the building team selected 
double-glazed windows using 5/16 
in. laminated glass for both panes 
on the lower floor and a laminated/

Above The bright and airy dance studio pro-
vides a dramatic setting for dance classes.

Right This intimate theater for 200 
has a stage that can accommodate the 
entire orchestra, glee club and elaborate 
dance performances.
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Students and teachers took great 
interest in their new building. 

The designers conducted a tour 
for a group of students and teach-
ers, highlighting the green attributes 
incorporated in the design, and now 
those students and teachers give their 
own tours to friends, families and dig-
nitaries. Teachers use the school as 
a topic of study for broadcasting, art, 
history, science and math.

and interior acoustic batts made 
from denim by-products. 

A special effort was made to “buy 
local.” Since state funds financed 
the school, materials were pur-
chased from companies located in 
Pennsylvania whenever possible. 
The building team was fortunate 
that many suppliers and fabricators 
are located in Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey and New York.

Post-Construction 
Achievements
The school opened on schedule 
for the start of the 2010–11 aca-
demic year and soon after received 
LEED Platinum under LEED for 
Schools v2.0. But more rewarding 
for the designers was learning how 
much students wanted to attend 
the school. 

Designed for 400 students, 
Kensington High School for the 
Creative and Performing Arts opened 
with 550 students and a waiting list. 

 

Electricity Use 
(kWh) Cost

Lab Natural  
Gas Use  

(thousand  
cubic ft) Cost

General Natural 
Gas Use  

(thousand  
cubic ft) Cost

May 2012 67,968  $7,415.75 0.00  $18.00 12.5  $154.43 

Apr 2012 76,032  $8,050.71 0.00  $18.00 12.0  $148.97 

Mar 2012 85,632  $9,162.84 0.00  $18.00 13.4  $171.47 

Feb 2012 93,312  $10,129.75 0.00  $18.00 15.4  $203.27 

Jan 2012 112,512  $11,586.71 0.00  $18.00 14.2  $188.83 

Dec 2011 79,104  $8,159.93 0.00  $18.00 16.6  $219.48 

Nov 2011 58,368  $6,466.19 0.00  $18.00 15.5  $207.77 

Oct 2011 63,360  $6,739.53 0.00  $18.00 11.9  $163.69 

Sep 2011 64,512  $8,640.11 0.00  $18.00 7.7  $113.78 

Aug 2011 27,264  $2,845.85 0.00  $18.00 4.4  $73.52 

Jul 2011 52,608  $6,326.26 0.00  $18.00 7.0  $106.33 

Jun 2011 85,632  $9,330.65 0.00  $18.00 13.6  $191.64 

Total 866,304  $94,854.28 0.00  $216.00 144.2  $1,943.18 

 M O N T H Y  E N E R G Y  U S E  J U N E  2 0 1 1 – M AY  2 0 1 2

Note: Two gas accounts are required by Pennsylvania Gas Works. One is for general gas, and one is used for lab 
gas, which requires a low flow. Bills indicate that no gas has been used by the lab Bunsen burners.

Roof
Type Flat membrane
Overall R-value R-30
Reflectivity 0.78

Type Sloped metal
Overall R-value R-30
Reflectivity 0.71

Type Green roof 
Overall R-value R-30

Walls
Type Masonry cavity wall
Overall R-value R-21
Glazing Percentage 0–70  
(varies according to room use)

Type Metal panel on metal stud
Overall R-value R-21
Glazing percentage 0–50

Basement/Foundation
Under Slab Insulation R-value R-10

Windows
Effective U-factor for Assembly 0.40
Solar Heat Gain Coefficient (SHGC) 0.36
Visual Transmittance 68%

Location
Latitude 39.98˚ N
Orientation Multiple. The entire complex 
is on a north-south axis due to the pro-
portion of the site; however, classrooms 
are oriented on an east-west axis, with 
most having a southern orientation.

B U I L D I N G  E N V E L O P E

A heat pump serves each classroom. 
Heat pump closets are accessed from the 
building corridors, allowing units to be 
maintained without disturbing classroom 
activities. The separate closets also mitigate 
noise generated by the equipment.

The rain garden planted at the building 
entrance collects storm water runoff and is 
planted with native plants and trees.
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heavily used because the school 
has made the station more secure. 
The community pathway through 
the center of the site is heavily traf-
ficked, keeping the community’s 
eyes on the property until late in 
the evening. This transformation 
occurred in less than four years.

School crime, a frequent problem 
in inner-city schools, is almost non-
existent. The Mural Arts Program 
that takes place after school in the 
art studio attracts young artists from 
all over the city. 

Another impressive achievement 
is that the school has transformed 
this corner of the Kensington neigh-
borhood. The school’s front gardens 
have given Front Street a park-like 
feeling, and the EL stop is more 

chose the vegetables and herbs they 
wanted to eat, and on Earth Day the 
garden was constructed by students, 
staff and volunteers. 

To engage the more artistically 
inclined students, a mural was 
designed by them, which combined 
imagery of the building and large-
scale drawings of wildflowers planted 
on the school grounds. Mural paint-
ing, with the help of the Philadelphia 
Mural Arts Program, occurred the 
same day as the garden construction. 
A Phase Two addition to the mural, 
which incorporates student poetry, 
occurred in spring 2012.

Perhaps the most remarkable 
achievement is that for the first time 
in the history of Kensington High 
School, Adequate Yearly Progress 
goals were met after the first year 
of occupancy. Math and reading 
scores showed a huge improvement. 
Students and teachers like being in 
the building and stay late to study. 

L E S S O N S  L E A R N E D

Zoning Variance. The design team provided 
the zoning code mandated parking space 
of one car per 1,000 ft2, or 89 spaces. In 
hindsight, the design team should have 
pushed the development team to seek 
a variance to reduce parking, especially 
since less than one-third of the parking is 
being used. With the exception of the physi-
cally challenged, all students arrive by foot 
or public transportation. Many teachers 
and staff also take public transportation, 
bike or carpool. Resistance to the vari-
ance centered around concerns about not 
completing the project on time because 
of the lengthy hearing process. However, 
a one-half acre of paving could have been 
replaced with a garden, reducing costs and 
providing other benefits.

Building Dashboard. A building dashboard 
would have given students the opportunity 
to observe the operations of the water and 
energy conservation technologies, but a 

limited budget prevented the inclusion of 
a dashboard. The faculty members have 
stated that that they would have used it in 
their coursework. 

The Sustainable Urban Science Center 
at Germantown Friends School, a project 
designed by SMP Architects, has a building 
dashboard. It is used for research projects, 
with new projects developed each year.  
(For more details on The Sustainable Urban 
Science Center, see the Winter 2012 issue 
of High Performing Buildings magazine or go 
to http://tinyurl.com/9jgmrau.)

Photovoltaic Panels. The roof over the art 
and dance studios is perfectly oriented for 
a PV panel installation. The design team 
should have pressed more aggressively 
to include panels in the project scope to 
offset the heat pumps’ electricity use. This 
location would have been visible from the 
ground and from the EL and would have 
sent a powerful message to the community 

and the city. The developer included many 
amenities in the turnkey project, but was 
not willing to include PV at the project cost 
set by the district.

Acoustic Tile Ceilings. The design team 
had not previously worked with the devel-
opers and contractors selected for the 
project and were unsure of how well they 
would police construction quality. This was 
the primary reason why the team specified 
acoustic tile ceilings for the classrooms. 

As it turned out, the level of craftsmanship 
and construction standards were very high, 
and an opportunity was missed to expose 
building systems and structure —  
always something interesting to show 
students. Acoustics were also a concern, 
and acoustic ceilings were the easy solu-
tion. With a little more effort on the design 
team’s part, the acoustic issues could have 
been addressed while exposing the steel 
deck and systems.

The view from the head of the main stair is 
a dramatic one, taking in the lower lobby, 
the upper walkway and one of the green 
roofs. This very transparent building high-
lights great views of the Kensington and 
Fishtown neighborhoods.
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Within a month of the school 
opening, the New Kensington 
Community Development 
Corporation held a “Green Fair” 
in the school gymnasium for local 
families who wanted to learn how to 
improve the energy efficiency and 
sustainability of their homes. The 
community development corpora-
tion then began a movement to cre-
ate “The Big Green Block.” This 
project started with storm water 
management improvements at the 
adjacent Shissler Recreation Center 
(with funding from the Philadelphia 
Water Department), which then 
spurred green infrastructure 
improvements along neighboring 
Frankford Avenue.

In winter 2011, volunteers from 
the Delaware Valley Green Building 
Council worked with teachers and 
students to design an organic veg-
etable garden as part of the envi-
ronmental science class. Students 

Water Conservation Rainwater harvesting 
and low flow fixtures result in water use 
that is 63.9% below the baseline case. 
Landscaping requires no potable water use. 

Storm Water Management All storm water 
is kept on site through the use of veg-
etated roofs (40% of roof area), rainwater 
harvesting, rain gardens, reinforced turf 
and permeable paving.

Recycled, Renewable Materials/Material 
Conservation More than 35% of the build-
ing materials have recycled content (per 
LEED calculations). Rapidly renewable 
materials used for flooring, insulation 
and panels. Ninety percent of construc-
tion debris was recycled. Materials on the 
original site, such as slab concrete and 
paving materials, were reused in the new 
landscape design. The amount of building 
materials required was greatly reduced by 
the reduction of the building size from the 
120,000 ft2 program recommendation to 
the as-built 88,450 ft2 — while providing 
more program space.

Materials Sourcing More than 40% of mate-
rials are locally sourced.

Daylighting Ninety-six percent of class-
rooms and 90% of non-classroom space 
have at least a 2% glazing factor. Ninety-six 
percent of regularly used rooms meet the 
view requirements of LEED. For difficult 
solar orientations, a combination of sun-
shades, window shades and fritted glass 
mitigate glare and heat gain.

Individual Controls Individual thermo-
stats are located in classrooms and work 
spaces. All classrooms and most other 
spaces have occupancy controls. Lighting 
controls are tied into HVAC so when a 
room is unoccupied, ventilation air can be 
cut back and heating and cooling setpoints 
go to the unoccupied mode. Most lighting 
has multilevel switching. A BAS controls 
most building systems. 

Natural Ventilation Operable windows and 
cross ventilation.

Carbon Reduction Strategies The building 
is heated and cooled using a ground cou-
pled system. Daylighting reduces the air-
conditioning loads. Desiccant wheel heat 
recovery is supplied on all heat recovery 
units. High efficiency lighting is supplied 
at 1 watt/ft2. Thirty-five percent of build-
ing materials meet LEED requirements for 
local materials. However, if MEP equipment 
is counted, it is more than 50%, with most 
materials coming from Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey and New York (a 250 mile radius). 

Transportation Mitigation Strategies  
Located at a stop on the high speed 
Market-Frankford Elevated Railway (EL), 
more than 95% of building occupants use 
it or one of the two bus lines located near 
the site, bike or walk. Although code man-
dated 88 parking spaces, only 20 of them 
are used regularly. Many teachers carpool 
or bike, and most students arrive on foot 
or use public transportation.

K E Y  S U S TA I N A B L E  F E AT U R E S

The sweeping view to the front garden 
area and restaurant-style seating make 
this cafeteria one of the students’ favor-
ite places. It is also used for community 
meetings and events.
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Kensington High School for the 
Creative and Performing Arts dem-
onstrates the potential positive 
impact that a building can have 
on its occupants and surround-
ing community. The sustainable 
design, including an efficient enve-
lope, geothermal system, ample 

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R S

Jane Rath, AIA, is a principal of SMP 
Architects in Philadelphia. She was the 
designer of Kensington and served as 
the LEED expert. 

Travis Alderson, P.E., LEED AP, is a 
principal of Alderson Engineering in 
Southampton, Pa. He was the mechani-
cal engineer for Kensington and pre-
pared the energy models.

Above For decades, the trash-covered site 
was inhabited by drug dealers, the home-
less and abandoned pets. It was a blight, 
and people avoided walking by it. 

Left This 2008 photograph shows the 
cleared site, which was previously a freight 
railway depot. It was remediated to a 
residential level for the purposes of this 
school project.
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daylighting, and water conservation 
and management strategies, reduces 
operating costs and instills pride 
in students, teachers and the com-
munity. The school became the seed 
that generated other work nearby, 
transforming a “throwaway site” and 
the surrounding neighborhood. •
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