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A green alternative to portable classrooms

Da Vinci Arts Middle School will get Portland Public Schools’ first LEED
platinum building

POSTED: 04:00 AM PDT Monday, September 15, 2008

BY LIBBY TUCKER

Portland Public Schools plans to start work this fall on its first “high performance” classroom
— a prototype net-zero energy building that could eventually replace the district’s portable
classrooms.

Da Vinci Arts Middle School in Northeast Portland has secured more than $770,000 to build a
sustainable stand-alone classroom addition to house its music program, which currently
occupies a portable trailer. The 1,500-square-foot space would be built to LEED platinum
standards with the goal of generating all of its own electricity on site.

When it's complete, the Da Vinci addition would be the first LEED platinum-rated public
school in Portland and perhaps in the nation, according to the Portland Office of Sustainable
Development.

“I see schools turning to these mobile units, and they’re not always healthy or energy
efficient; they’re chosen for the low cost,” said Alisa Kane, a green building coordinator with
OSD. “If (PPS) can be the first out of the gate with a new portable classroom model, | could
see it have a widespread use across the country.”

“It will be setting a standard and a model nationally for green design,” said Robb Cowie, a
spokesman for Portland Public Schools. “It's a way of not just demonstrating the school
district’'s commitment to sustainability, but testing, at a small scale, what kind of return we
get in using green design.”

The school board approved the project last spring, and the district pledged $250,000 to help
cover the cost. Da Vinci administrators, teachers and parents then set about collecting more
than $400,000 in gifts, grants and incentives toward the cause, including pro bono design
services from SRG Architects and consultant Green Building Services.

But the project, originally scheduled to break ground in August, stalled after construction
estimates came in higher than the district expected. General contractor Todd Hess Building
Co., which submitted the lowest bid for the project, has worked with the district to bring
costs down to $557,000 from an original construction cost estimate of $645,000 — far from
the school’s original budget of $410,000.

Facing an $80,000 budget gap, the school district has applied for a grant from the Gray
Family Fund, which will announce the recipients in November. But until then, the school
district decided late last week to step up with a loan from its 2008 facilities budget in order
to begin construction this fall.

“The school district will close the gap,” said Nancy Bond, resource conservation specialist
with PPS.

Other funding sources include a $50,000 green investment fund grant from the city of
Portland and the Energy Trust of Oregon and a carbon offset grant through the Bonneville
Environmental Foundation.

To target net-zero energy, photovoltaic tiles will replace an asphalt roof providing enough
solar energy to power the whole building. The design also features a daylight diffuser,
natural ventilation and other green features to save energy and lower the building’s carbon
footprint.

“In terms of overall energy savings as a percentage of the whole school, it would be a small
percentage,” said Glen Phillips, a consultant on the project with Green Building Services.
“And in terms of overall global energy use it's probably nominal. But in terms of the ability
to educate the students, there is a real impact.”

The new 900-square-foot building will provide space for the school band rehearsals as well
as an individual practice room and a recording studio. After-school music programs such as
a garage band class and jazz ensemble would also use the space, which the school would
make available to the community for music education, said Connie Cheifetz, community
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liaison with Da Vinci Arts Middle School.

During construction the builder will also bring students from the Northwest College of
Construction and the Architecture Construction and Engineering Academy charter high
school to demonstrate green building concepts.

“(Da Vinci) wants to show the school district what all can be done on school buildings,” said
Todd Hess, owner of Todd Hess Building Co. “They’re trying to do a smaller, all-
encompassing test project and see what really works.”

The school board, which meets again Sept. 29, must still give final approval for the project
before the builder can sign a construction contract. But if the contractor is given the green
light to proceed, work can begin as early as October, said Hess.
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