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New EKU Science Building: a Learning Tool Inside and Out

Richmond, KY - A building nearing 
completion on the campus of Eastern 
Kentucky University demonstrates 
that the structure itself can be 
designed as an important tool of 
education. When completed, EKU's 
new science building will offer 
students, faculty and visitors learning 
experiences from the outside in.

Phase I of the project, a 174,000 
square foot building on track for 
completion in September with classes 
scheduled to begin in January 2012, 
built at a cost of $64 million, features a sidewalk embedded with a geological timetable, a model solar 
system starting in the atrium and continuing through the building to the outside, a multi-purpose 
wetlands and simulated geological outcroppings.

The sciences at EKU – chemistry, geography and geology, physics and astronomy and biological 
sciences – are now scattered across the campus in buildings that are not conducive to the way science 
instruction is conducted today, according to Dr. Malcolm Frisbie, professor of Biological Sciences. The 
new building, once both phases are complete, will bring everything under one roof, with 16 classrooms, 
49 reaching labs, 62 faculty and student research labs, and 120 faculty and staff offices as well as 
numerous soft spaces designed to keep discussions going before and after class.

All the classrooms in the new building will be shared among the disciplines that call it home – the 
departments of Chemistry, Physics and Astronomy – and were specifically designed to be configured to 
accommodate a variety of teaching styles from those that incorporate the use of drop-down screens to 
the black box theatre concept and interactive collaboration.

"Science instruction is much more hands-on, interactive and collaborative 
today than it used to be," Frisbie said. "In addition, our students and faculty 
need access to computative analysis, data ports, wireless access, etc., 
and the current facilities just aren't geared to handle that kind of 
technology, nor are they able to handle the kind of high tech lab equipment 
our students and faculty need for classwork and research."

Frisbie, who has shepherded the science building project through its 
planning and design phases, added that all those involved wanted the 
building to be a place that was "inviting, a place where people would want 
to learn about and do science and that starts outside the building."

"Our task is to connect the dots between abstract science and the 
students' world," he added, "so we asked that every aspect of the building 
function as a potential learning tool."

Toward that end, a dry stream bed lined with limestone saved from blasting during site preparation, will 
handle the water run-off from the roof of the building, directing it to the west side of the building into a 
planned, constructed wetland that will be used as an interactive study site as well as keeping it out of 
the City of Richmond's storm sewer. Saved limestone will also be used to "build" a simulated geological 
outcropping for geology students to test, observe and measure.

According to Eric Zabilka, principal architect, LEED Accredited Professional and Kentucky Certified 
Interior Designer with Omni Architects, the building inside and out and its contents communicates 
what's important to faculty and students.

"Reducing energy consumption and reusing 
materials were high priorities for this project," 
Zabilka said. "For instance, the exterior windows 
have a dot pattern that make the window 40 
percent opaque, reducing the amount of heat 
coming in by 40 percent while still allowing light to 
flood the room, thereby reducing the amount of 
overhead lighting needed. Interestingly enough, 
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however, the brain automatically fills in the spaces 
and the opacity is un-noticed. That's science right 
there."

Regional stewardship and outreach is another 
priority for the new building. Researchers will be 
working on developing teaching methods that will 
be used with middle and high school students in 
their own classrooms. Eventually, children in 
grades K-12 will also have opportunities to expand 
their science education on the facility's grounds, 
Frisbie added.

"We want science to be exciting," Frisbie said. 
"This building and its surrounding area will provide 
opportunities for students to experience a vast 
array of the sciences, from the wetlands area 
where physics experiments on flow mechanics can be conducted to an aquatic pond that brings biology 
and chemistry students together to study complex ecological relationships.

"Our hope is that as we teach these future science teachers, show them that it can be fun and exciting, 
and give them a good experience in a state-of-the-art facility, they will take that enthusiasm with them 
into their classrooms and maybe their students will also choose science as a career."
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