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Overbrook School for the Blind
6333 Malvern Ave, Philadelphia PA 19151
Campus Experience Improvements & New Dining Hall

Dear Members of the Commission,

Attached please find documents outlining the proposed campus improvements at Overbrook
School for the Blind (OSB). Since its founding in 1832, the School’s mission has been to provide
opportunities for children who were blind or visually impaired. Over the years, the student
population has grown to include many with complex medical conditions, who utilize wheelchairs
and mobility devices, ventilators, and are often accompanied by full-time nurses and
caretakers, in addition to blindness and visual impairments. In the late 1990's there was one
student who used a wheelchair, now approximately half the population are mobility device
users and rising.

Considering the evolving student body population, as well as its general educational philosophy,
OSB has a strong focus on creating a safer and more accessible campus for students with
varying disabilities. On a typical day, 75 buses and vans pick up and drop off students. Due to
students’ varying physical conditions each drop off can take between 10 and 15 minutes, with
the limited amount of space in the loading/unloading area, the whole process can take up to
two hours, cutting significantly info the students’ instructional fime. Vehicular access to the
current bus loading and unloading area is through the rear service drive, off Wynnewood
Avenue, and is located between the kitchen, loading dock, and garage. As a result, students
must contend with the sights, sounds, and smells of the dumpsters, trash compactors, fleet
vehicles, and fueling stations as the first part of their daily experience.

One of the goals of this project is to provide the students with a dignified, streamlined, and
accessible pickup and drop off experience that both increases the number of vehicles that can
be loaded or unloaded at once, while creating a more supportive environment for those
experiences. An additional goal of the project is to maintain or extend covered or enclosed
paths to the greatest extent possible between the bus loop and the various buildings on
campus, due to the significant challenges faced by students with mobility issues traversing
uncovered exterior paths in inclement weather. The last aspect of the project is to create a new
dining hall and safe harbor area for students in the event of emergency. The new dining hall



and connector will allow students to get out of the weather and indoors quickly while being a
safe and secure gathering area when needed. To accomplish these goals on the tight urban
site, and with an eye toward respecting the historic character of the campus, we have
prepared the attached plan for campus improvements.

To provide a sufficiently large and appropriately sited bus loop, this project proposes the full
demolition of 2 existing structures: Wynnewood Hall (Constructed 1960) and the Garage (built
1960). Partial demolition of the Food Services Building (Built 1975) is also proposed.
Programmatically, the functions of the Food Services Building will be taken up in a new proposed
Dining Hall, which will also connect the existing Lions Hall building (Built 1954) with the School’s
Main Building (Built 1899). To accomplish this new work, the Project includes modifications to
portions of the facades of these buildings, to facilitate connection to the new Dining Hall
building. Other portions of the project include the construction of a new Guard House near the
Northeast vehicular gate to better control traffic flow into the campus and widening of the East
pedestrian gate into a vehicular gate to complete the bus loop and improve traffic flow. In
response to comments from the Architectural Committee, we studied the possibility of narrowing
this new gate to establish a hierarchy with the existing vehicular gate. The proposed 18’ width of
the new vehicular gate was determined to be the minimum consistent with vehicular safety and
visibility. Therefore, in order to establish the requested hierarchy, the finials on the piers of the
existing gate will be restored, while the new gate will have piers but no finials. We have also
revised the design of the new Guard House to address comments from the architectural
committee. Interior renovations to Lions Hall are also planned, to provide a home for other
elements of the School’'s educational mission.

The proposed Dining Hall will provide a link between the Main Building and Lions Hall, as well as a
welcoming and supportive environment for dining, The new building will include 2 elevators, for
improved accessibility. One will be within the new Dining Hall Building. The other will be
enclosed in a stair tower which was added to the Main Building significantly after its original
construction. In 1997, the Historical Commission approved the addition of an elevator tower to
the West side of the Main Building. In a style matching that elevator tower, we propose
extending the height of the stair tower’s walls with stucco-clad CMU walls featuring inset window
patterns, and providing a new metal standing seam roof, matching the shape of the Main
Building roofs.

In all aspects of this project, we have made every effort to honor the historic context of the
Overbrook School for the Blind campus while improving both the quality and quantity of the
students’ educational time, particularly in the areas of transportation, dining and therapies.
Each aspect of the project has been designed with therapy in mind, so that students can
continue to improve their activities of daily living even while outside the classroom. We
appreciate the input of the Architectural Committee and the Historical Commission in this
regard and look forward to a productive conversation that will result in a successful project on
all fronts.
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“Transform the dining experience into a welcoming,
safe, and inclusive space that prioritizes dignity,
comfort, and accessibility. The new Dining Hall will
not just be a place to eat, but a place that values the
students that will dine there by shedding its
institutional feel in favor of a flexible environment
that is emotionally and socially supportive where
students can connect with their peers, build
friendships, and feel a sense of community in a bright,
sound controlled and inclusive environment.”

“The driveway and site changes will improve the
pickup and drop off experience of all students,
especially students with mobility issues. We will
create an elegant accessible entrance rather than a
door by the loading dock and dumpsters, while also
covering, substantially enlarging, and improving the
accessible bus loading areas to reduce the time
students spend waiting for transportation and allow
more time to be spent on instruction.”

Core Values:

1. Independence

2. Flexibility

3. Dignity

4. Inclusion

5. Innovation

6. Fiscal Responsibility
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