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Program Overview/Leadership 
 
Since its inception, Sonoma Academy high school recognized the opportunity to connect resiliency, 
circular economy, resource efficiencies, and social justice. For their new Janet Durgin Guild and 
Commons — a mixed-use, two-story, 19,500-sf learning facility with maker spaces, cooking lab, 
cafeteria, and indoor/outdoor classrooms — they employed a nature-and-human-centered design 
approach focused on fresh air, daylighting, sustainable systems, healthy material selection, and local 
resources. Sited on a 34-acre campus at the base of Taylor Mountain in Santa Rosa, Calif., the Y-shaped, 
steel-glass-and-wood structure draws inspiration from the surrounding landscape. The upper floor 
stretches to the horizon while the lower one nestles into the sloped hillside. At the project’s heart is a 
central courtyard that invites students to wander about. Visible from both levels, the quad is connected 
by meandering pathways, smaller gardens that flow into terraced learning environments, and a living 
roof with cascading planters that capture and filter stormwater for reuse.  
 
Demonstrating ZNE leadership, biophilic principles, LEED v3 Platinum, Living Building Challenge Material 
and Energy Petals, and WELL Building Standard Education Pilot benchmarks** provided guidance for 
planning and material selection. Operable windows, coiling doors, and deep overhangs ensure a 
comfortable experience based on the program need and occupancy. Adjustable louvers, sliding screens 
and trellised roofs filter in sunlight to control glare and temperature. Regional and reclaimed materials 
pair with locally-made furnishings. Throughout, spaces blend the benefits of nature with the comforts of 
shelter with a design that tells the story of the region’s architecture, landscape, people, sustainability, 
and everyday life.  
 
The team worked with regulatory agencies, craftsmen, and the community to incorporate sustainable 
design strategies that are ahead of code to meet the school’s strict sustainability goals, including 
geoexchange and reduced carbon earth block, as well as reclaimed wood siding, and a living PV roof that 
allows the building to achieve Net Zero Energy. Because of the high load functions of the building (i.e. 
commercial kitchen, fabrication shops), maintaining a ZNE building target also meant creating target 
energy budgets for equipment and uses. As a result, signage, usage schedules and equipment purchase 
protocols have been institutionalized, and a program that reduced high energy program, worked with 
the users to develop an operational energy budget, and selected smart strategies before PVs are added, 
was rolled out.  
 
**It’s the first project in Sonoma County and one of the few to simultaneously use these benchmarks. 

 
Environmental Benefits 
 
This innovative building illustrates sustainability is a local responsibility with schools having a leadership 
role in the urban development plan. Early on, the team collaborated on how place-based relationships 
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could inform the system selection, planning and details, and came up with innovative solutions to 
complex problems. As a result, the building integrates built and natural systems allowing for a ZNE 
approach that reduces high-energy-component demand by 75+% all while connecting students with 
nature. Significant environmental benefits include:  
 
Natural Light: 80% is naturally lit, reducing need for artificial light. When lights are needed, dimmable 
lights reduce wattage.  
 
Natural Ventilation: Operable windows and sliding doors dominate, allowing mountain breezes to filter 
in.  
 
Living Roof: The green roof’s native plants support local pollinators, provide insulation, and keep PV’s 
undersides cool.  
 
Photovoltaics: The team rethought the grid and built clean on-site generation, aligning with microgrid 
aspirations. The commercial kitchen is powered solely by the PV array atop the building.  
 
Water Conservation: A waste water system which accounts for 88% of the the building’s total non-
potable water demand. Runoff is captured from the hardscape and green roof, and filtered by a 58 
percent increase in site vegetation (and gathered in a 5,000 gallon cistern).  
 
Healthy Materials: A reductive material palette was the foundation for the project. Material selection 
was guided by LBC Materials Petal focusing on health and transparency. Materials with low-VOC and in 
compliance with CDPH Standard Method v1.1-2010 were sourced. The General Contractor tracked 
materials, including glues and substrates, to make sure they didn’t have any of the 815 harmful 
chemicals listed on ILFI’s Red List in them. They also tracked waste management of the project early on. 
Regional Resources: Reclaimed FSC-certified wood siding, beams, louvres supported transportation 
reduction and the local economy. Locally crafted reduced cement block made from regional soils 
produce low carbon emissions and are naturally heat-regulating, water-resistant, and energy efficient. 
Student-made lamps, and locally-made tables and tiles are part of the classroom experience.  
 
Electric: The kitchen facility is 100% electric (no gas), including induction cooktops which reduce or 
eliminate energy consumption while idling, along with Energy Star-rated appliances. As food service 
facilities often have EUI above 400, working with the food service provider and school to tune choices 
and detail use schedules, resulted in aggressive load reductions in the maker and food service 
equipment.  
 
Sun Shades: The building envelope responds to the climate. South exterior shades and movable wooden 
screens to the north and west, tune for exposure and wind, reducing energy consumption.  
 
Heating and Cooling Systems: Taking advantage of the mild Bay Area’s climate, natural ventilation and 
ceiling fans are used throughout the shoulder season, providing user control, passive cooling, and a high 
degree of user adjustability. Geoexchange, and radiant heating and cooling in slabs and panels, drive 
down energy and water demand — expected to provide 10-15% of the annual cooling demand. 
Ductwork is solely used for the ventilation of the academic studios and is aided by ceiling fans and large 
glass garage doors that open to the lower courtyard to provide fresh air.  
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Comfort: Classrooms are organized around outdoor teaching, learning and garden areas, allowing for 
classrooms to spill outside. Benches are peppered throughout the courtyard. Gardens that the students 
grow double as community places where student art is displayed, creating attractive, comfortable rest 
and work areas. Maker spaces on the lower level are built into the sloped site, providing acoustical 
isolation from the rest of the campus and neighbors.  
 
Healthy, local food options: The school’s Food Program is a partnership with local farms and ranches to 
provide healthy meals and educate students about the relationship between the food we eat, the 
economy, the environment, and issues of equity. The school gardens are harvested with the organic 
fruits and vegetables making their way onto the lunch menu.  
 
Landscaping: Situated in a transitional zone between the garden landscape and the grassland / oak 
woodland plant communities, the design integrates multiple gardens and a green roof. The facility is a 
mesh of natural and built habitats. Spaces are connected with natural, pedestrian-and-bike friendly 
pathways. The gardens flourish with native plants and local pollinators and not only respect the local 
ecology and enhance biodiversity of the school landscape, but also are used as flexible learning 
environments and reflective spaces. 

 
Potential Model for Business Community 
 
Sonoma Academy wanted its new campus to be a model for sustainability and a teaching tool for the 
students and community. It's a project that encourages environmental, social and community conscious 
learning and living as is evidenced by the onsite energy monitor and dashboard which captures total 
energy performance and is visible to students and neighbors in real-time.  
 
Transferability of Project Elements The building’s passive and active design strategies along with its 
integrated design approach can be transferred to future projects across industries and be used as a 
model for the business community. Historically, “green” buildings were designed to lessen their impact 
on the environment; however, there’s a movement to bring human factors into sustainable design to 
benefit the people. Project elements that can be replicated from a technical, economic or administrative 
point of view: 1. Incorporating natural light and ventilation is very effective in reducing costs and energy 
loads, and improving indoor environmental quality; 2. Engaging and educating stakeholders on energy 
efficient strategies throughout the design process can help reduce overall costs by 15-30%; 3. Flexible 
indoor-outdoor spaces optimize floor place by making sure everything does at least double duty; 4. 
Sourcing induction cooktops and “no-gas” kitchen appliances and maker space machinery, reduce high-
energy-component demand; 5. Designing for the environment AND for the comfort of the occupants by 
bringing human factors into the design; 5. Using biophilic design elements impacts the health and 
wellness of faculty and students; 6. Leveraging conservation and sustainable building design can shape 
curriculum; and 7. Sourcing regional materials and talent supports the local economy and transportation 
reduction.  
 
Sharing and Broadening the Project’s Scope The building has impacted the greater community, making 
significant contribution to the AEC industry and beyond. It’s a case study for how to bring healthy 
materials into our buildings. As a result, it won:  
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- 2018 AIA COTE Top Ten Award (which received widespread media attention including as a case study in 
Architect magazine and on AIA’s website),  
- 2018 National Institute of Building Sciences Honor Award – First Place for a High-Performance Building,  
- 2018 AIACC Leading Edge Design, 2018 AIASF - Architecture Citation,  
- 2018 Building Design + Construction Magazine’s Building Team Awards - Honorable Mention,  
- 2017 California ZNE School Award for Team ZNE Leadership,  
- Finalist for the 2018 WAN Awards - Sustainable Building,  
- 2018 Acterra BEA finalist (due to rain-filled construction schedules and wildfires, project wasn’t ready 
in time).  
 
Plus, the project was presented at conferences in which we shared lessons learned:  
2017 and 2018 Greenbuild International Conference & Expo,  
2018 Living Products Expo, and Will be presented at Living Future 2019 
 

Demonstrated Commitment 
 
The team shared the same vision of sustainability and worked collaboratively to implement all 
certification targets. They took an integrated approach every step of the design-build-post-occupancy 
process. The project began with detailed program visioning exercises among teachers and students, 
followed by “neighborhood coffee chats” with community members. Driving towards deep sustainable 
thinking, they met with the municipality to explore policy changes on reclaimed water strategies, 
nontraditional materials, and alternative energy sources. Continued discussions around community 
health, reduced carbon and regenerative strategies opened avenues for acceptance of reclaimed 
materials and local resources. The approach was carried through construction to ensure LBC Red List 
imperative was met with the general contractor educating themselves on the sustainability elements 
and then sharing that knowledge and process with larger subcontractor community. The construction 
process was driven by a modest budget and the school’s commitment to passive strategies.  
 
In addition to design schemes, budgets and schedules, the team worked with the Academy on 
operational strategies, implementing a robust communications plan and managing expectations 
throughout the process. They worked tirelessly with each other to meet targets throughout. The 
communication with the client, the learners, the internal teams and the larger green community about 
performance was integral to the design program.  
 
The school will serve as an incubator for future sustainability champions serving as a true living 
laboratory for pathways to a more sustainable future. Future sustainable plans include: The school will 
continue to engage with the community through its Food Program — a partnership with local farms and 
ranches to provide healthy meals and educate students about the food system. Also, Phase II of the 
campus expansion will be a new 450-seat performing arts theater and conservatory that will follow 
sustainable design principles. Moreover, there are future plans to write a “design-and-build play book” 
to help the larger community reach similar ambitious sustainable targets.  
 
Internal Team  
Architect and Interiors: WRNS Studio  
Contractor: XL Construction Mechanical, Plumbing, Energy Modeling: Interface  
Engineering Electrical, PV Design, Daylighting: Integral Group  
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Civil Engineer: Sherwood Design  
Engineers Structural: Mar Structural Design Landscape and Garden  
Architect: RHAA Landscape Architects  
Green Roof: Rana Creek  
Acoustician: Salter  
Kitchen Design: Vision Builders Commissioning: Interface Engineering  
 
WRNS Studio, Integral Group, and XL Construction are JUST certified by the International Living Future 
Institute. JUST is a voluntary social justice corporate transparency platform for organizations to disclose 
their operations, including how they treat their employees and where they make financial and 
community investments. https://living-future.org/just/ 


