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1. The Community Challenge

2. Students Authoring Space

3. From Voice to Place

How can students help shape the 
places where they learn? 

Today’s Journey



The KRESA Community Challenge
What problem were we trying to solve? 



Regional CTE Enrollment



Statewide CTE Enrollment



CTE Enrollment by  High School



Why was CTE enrollment lower than in 
peer counties?

Why did participation cluster within 
individual high schools?



Barriers to Opportunity

• Programs spread across local high schools

• Complicated transportation between locations

• Uneven career awareness and exploration

• Limited direct oversight of the student experience

• Stigma around vocational education





Starting with the WHY



The Community Ambition

How could CTE expand opportunity
and help learners build fulfilling careers
in Kalamazoo County?



Key Priorities for Transformation
• Equitable access

• A welcoming place for students from 
every district

• Career development embedded in the 
K-12 experience

• Self-awareness, option awareness, 
skill development, career pathway 
planning

• Community partnerships

• Education and industry shaping 
opportunities together

• A shared home for CTE

• Spaces and staff that support high-
quality learning



Pathways of Study

• Preparation for well-paying, in-demand jobs

• Industry-recognized credentials

• Current and emerging technologies

• Curriculum shaped with industry partners



Career Connect Campus Pathways
‣ Agriculture, Food and Natural Resources 

• Horticulture

• Veterinary Sciences

‣ Architecture and Construction

• Construction Trades

• Electrical Technology

• HVAC-R

• Plumbing

‣ Automotive + Heavy Equipment

• Automotive Technology

• Heavy Equipment Maintenance 

‣ Culinary Arts

‣ Design

‣ Health Science

• Medical Laboratory Science

• Patient Care Technician

• Pharmacy Technician

• Rehabilitation Therapy

‣ Information Technology

• Computer Programming

• Computer Networking

• Cybersecurity

‣ Manufacturing

• Machine Tool + Engineering

• Mechatronics + Robotics

• Welding

• Supply Chain

‣ Educator Academy 



Shared Vision

Educators and industry 
partners shaping 
opportunities together



What the Campus Needed to Make Possible

• A place of belonging across 
nine school districts

• Career awareness and 
exploration

• Hands-on, relevant learning

• High-level technical skill 
development

• Pride in a chosen pathway



Why Students Needed a Voice

Their daily experiences, aspirations, and 
barriers could help shape what the campus 
should look and feel like.



Students Helped Author the Space

60 people, four days of co-design



Students Helped Author 
the Space

Students, educators, architects, and community partners

60



Understanding the student experience

DIG



Student Priorities

• Hands-on learning and 
credentials

• Collaboration across programs

• Diversity and inclusion

• A place students want to be



A Day in the Life

• Before school
• Transportation, food, and 

getting ready

• During school
• Hands-on learning and staff 

support

• After school
• Work, family, study, and 

activities



Exploring possibilities with students

DIG DEEPER



Trends in CTE Design



Photo Sort  Campus Tours – Top Images





Spaces That Inspire Learning

• Natural light

• Comfortable places to work

• Room to move and collaborate

• Spaces for quiet focus



How do we bring these experiences to life in our space?

Exposure
Hands OnOur Place



Presenting ideas and discussing 
tradeoffs

T-A-L-K



Students authored their space by informing 
designers of what they wanted:

• Bridges + Trails

• Nature + Water

• Daylight

• Visibility

• Warmth 

• Collision



Natural
Landscape

Kalamazoo, Michigan

A “Slice of Nature”



An Invitation to Discover

KALAMAZOO 
RIVER VALLEY 
TRAIL



A Different School Experience



A Visible Community Presence



Learning Through Practice



“…a goat was in our commons…”

Collaboration – Accidental Collisions



Students were not the audience.
They were part of the authorship.

THE PREMISE

13 STUDENT PARTICIPANTS

6 TEAMS / 4 WORKSHOPS



The recurring wishes became 
design criteria.

WHAT WE HEARD

A Journey, Not A Corridor Green Space, Water, Outdoor Learning Views Outside, Skylights, Clerestories

See Programs; See One Another Modern + Warm Wood Material Commons That Spark Collaboration



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: the arrival sequence literally crosses water and turns 
“bridge” into the first act of belonging.

“Bridges through the slice-of-nature areas.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: bioswales, pond, native planting, and the bridge make 
nature part of the daily threshold, not decoration.

“Nature: greenspace, water, bridges.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: bioswales, pond, native planting, and the bridge make 
nature part of the daily threshold, not decoration.

“Nature: greenspace, water, bridges.”



Design Response: From the entryway, a student can see 85% of all career 
paths offered at the Career Connect campus.

F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

“The Threshold Experience.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: The Commons is a visual crossroads; students can see 
across levels, into labs, and toward multiple pathways.

“Visibility of all programs.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: Clerestories and skylights pull daylight deep into the 
building while exposed wood keeps the light warm.

“Ample daylighting.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: The commons became the building’s social glue, many 
scales of seating, movement and informal encounter.

“Centralized common + collaboration space.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: The learning stair serves as circulation, seating, an 
overlook, and a gathering place.

“A journey… connections… elevations.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: Mass timber and wood surfaces soften an industrial 
CTE vocabulary, making large spaces feel human-scaled.

“Modern & warm (wood) material.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: Labs are authentic, visible , and active; students learn 
with the equipment, scale, and culture of industry.

“Real-world workplace environment.”
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F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: Labs are authentic, visible , and active; students learn 
with the equipment, scale, and culture of industry.

“Real-world workplace environment.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: Instruction happens in the lab, not apart from it,  
supporting demonstration, teamwork, and immediate application.

“Collaboration across pathways.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Design Response: Student ideas and language became bold graphics that 
give each space identity and make learning visible.

“Students’ Story on the Walls.”



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

Students produced a language for the building: discovery, visibility, 
nature, warmth, connection, and real work.

Belonging is what happens when students 
recognize their ideas in the place.



F ROM VOIC E TO P L A C E

What began as student voice became space, experience, and identity, 
creating a place where students can see their ideas, connect, and  belong.

We didn’t just listen to students. We built 
their ideas into the space and place.
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