
THE CHALLENGE
Like many urban school districts in the United States,  
Baltimore City Public Schools faces a number of challenges:  
high drop-out rates, test scores below national averages, and 
excessive turnover among teachers and administrators. Efforts 
to turn the district around have been underway for more than 
a decade — and include a long-standing initiative to attract top 
teaching talent to engage and prepare students for school, work, 
and life in the 21st century. With a partnership in place with 
Teach for America (TFA) and other teacher recruiting programs, 
the district was able to attract talented, aspiring teachers — but 
not keep them in Baltimore schools for the long-run.  

Across the country (and in Baltimore), the burnout rate for TFA 
fellows was high, given that more than half (56.4 percent) left 
their initial placement in low-income schools after two years, 
according to a large-scale analysis of TFA turnover nationwide. 
Yet the turnover was not surprising. Many fellows moved to  
Baltimore fresh out of college, after living among friends or 
family their entire lives. They secured what lodging they could 
afford on the program’s modest stipend — and typically lived in 
disparate parts of the city, which many referred to as isolating 
and lonely. “As a new teacher, you come home to an apartment 
where nobody knows you and feel isolated and alone,” says 
Tom Liebel, a principal at Marks, Thomas Architects who  
interviewed a number of teachers for the Miller’s Court project. 
“You eventually quit.”

marks-thomas.com

If Baltimore and Teach for America wanted to keep this crop of 
young teachers in schools for more than the minimum two-year 
time period, the program needed to bolster its support system 
and make Baltimore a more attractive place to live and teach.  
A local developer led by a father and son team, Seawall  
Development Company (Seawall), understood the crux of the 
problem and reached out to Marks, Thomas Architects to craft  
a bold solution.     
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MILLER’S COURT: From Forgotten Factory  
to a National Model of Social Sustainability

When an innovative developer envisioned better housing options for new teachers relocating to Baltimore  
and teaching in the public school system, Marks, Thomas Architects transformed an abandoned 19th-century  
factory into a thriving living and working community. Today, the award-winning project, Miller’s Court, is a  
national model of mixed-use, sustainable design with a clear social mission.
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THE SOLUTION
While school reform often revolves around curriculum  
overhauls and policy changes, this specific challenge of  
cultivating community and support among new teachers  
called for something altogether different. Donald Manekin,  
who served as the school system’s interim chief operations 
officer from 2002 to 2004 (and later partnered with his son, 
Thibault Manekin, to form Seawall Development), saw the  
problem firsthand and came to realize the teachers needed  
to live in closer proximity — and become not just friends but 
also supporters and collaborators on the road to mastering  
teaching. If they were ever going to call Baltimore home,  
they needed to interact more with each other and the  
greater community.

Marks, Thomas Architects’ broad experience and focus on 
social sustainability, an approach to architecture that fosters 
well-being by meeting the needs of a community, made the  
firm a strong fit. 

“We talked to a number of  
architecture firms and found  
Marks, Thomas Architects to be  
a team of great listeners and  
collaborators,” explains Donald 
Manekin. “We knew a project like this 
would require a firm that could work 
with builders, contractors, engineers, 
and designers, and we knew Tom  
Liebel and his team could handle 
working outside of their own silos.”    

Together, Marks, Thomas Architects worked with Seawall to 
bring to fruition a new kind of housing for young teachers living 
and embarking on careers in Baltimore. From that vision,  
Miller’s Court was born.

Fine-Tuning the Finances — and  
Adding Non-Profits to the Mix
Given that Miller’s Court set out to provide affordable, more 
desirable housing to incoming teachers, a first step was to figure 
out and secure viable financing. Specifically, Seawall needed 
a strategic funding solution that made the project eligible for 
various tax credits. 

With solid experience in sustainable design and historic  
preservation, Marks, Thomas Architects came up with a  
creative solution: a mixed-use, historic renovation with  
sustainable, energy-efficient features, that was located in a  
part of town ripe for economic development. This combination  
enabled Seawall to fund more than half of the $21 million  
project with a combination of local, state, and federal historic 
preservation tax credits, as well as the federal government’s 
New Markets Tax Credits (NMTCs), designed to stimulate  
economic and community development in low-income  
neighborhoods by bringing in private capital. 

The financing plan worked well for Seawall, which wanted to  
create a residential community not just for Teach for America  
fellows but also for the many non-profit organizations working 
with the Baltimore school system — and in need of a better, more 
collaborative environment. “So many non-profits support the 
work of Baltimore City Public Schools, with no real collaboration 
and, in many cases, less than ideal work environments,”  
explains Manekin. The goal was to create a mixed-use design 
that combined residential space for young teachers with  
commercial office space for non-profits.

They settled on a vacant, 90,000 square-foot building in the 
Remington neighborhood of northern Baltimore.

The property, formerly the H.F.  
Miller & Sons Tin Box and Can  
Manufacturing Plant, “was perfect  
in every way but also derelict,  
vacant for 20 years,” says Liebel.  
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Preserving the Old, Creating the New 
Originally built in 1874, the property is listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places, which means all “character-defining”  
elements (such as exposed brick walls and large windows) must 
remain intact. These features, though aesthetically appealing, 
resulted in significant heat loss — and stood at odds with the 
goal to make the building as energy efficient as possible. 

“We had to think outside the box on many parts of the project,” 
explains Liebel. To make the building more energy efficient, 
Marks, Thomas Architects, working with Seawall and its team  
of engineers and contractors, decided to insulate another major 
source of heat loss: the roof. They also created a common cooling 
system as an alternative to installing 40 individual heat pumps 
(one for each apartment) within the interior courtyard — the  
only place they would fit, given the location of other character- 
defining elements. “Individual units really don’t need individual  
compressors, and creating an integrated system allowed us to 
save energy and keep 40 loud mechanical units from spoiling  
the beauty and peacefulness of the courtyard,” explains Liebel.

With these energy-saving features, Marks, Thomas Architects 
and Seawall integrated a number of other sustainable design 
elements, including renewable flooring, reflective roofing, a 
common boiler, communal outdoor green spaces, and the 
promotion of bike use.

Mixing Residential and Commercial 
As a mixed-use renovation project with a mission to build  
community and provide better, more affordable living and  
workspaces for new teachers and non-profit organizations,  
Miller’s Court needed to accommodate both groups in seam-
less fashion — and foster ways for them to interact. The end 
result features 40 loft-style residential units and 35,000  
square feet of office space and common conference rooms  
on the terrace level. Several key design elements allow the  
two groups to inhabit the space in beneficial ways.

 • A shared courtyard, fitness center, and conference rooms  
  encourage interaction among non-profit organizations  
  and residents.

 • A teacher resources room provides a space for teachers  
  to make photocopies, prepare for the next school day,  
  and share lesson plans and stories.

 • A coffeehouse and café, Charmington’s, provides a space  
  for browsing the Internet and relaxing over a wide selection  
  of coffee, tea, smoothies, and fresh options for breakfast,  
  lunch, and dinner.

 • Shared parking spaces occupied by employees during the  
  workday and teachers at night prevent “acres of asphalt  
  from surrounding the building and allow for more green  
  space,” says Liebel.

Fostering Community
Together, these shared amenities provide opportunities for 
teachers, many who work at different schools, to bump into 
each other and become friends and even collaborators as they 
embark on teaching careers. “Instead of running out alone at 
night to the nearest Kinkos, the teachers can use the building’s 
high-speed copiers and make copies at cost, they can use the 
hole punchers and share lesson plans, and they can just hang 
out with people who know what they’re going through,”  
Liebel explains.  
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The same holds true for the employees who come to work at 
Miller’s Court. “A lot of non-profits are in cheap office spaces, 
basements, isolated,” Liebel says. “They need community, too, 
so they can collaborate.”

“Non-profits tend to be small entities and don’t need a ton  
of space,” Liebel continues. “That’s why we created common  
conference facilities in the basement that they can share — it 
cuts down on costs and compels them to go downstairs and 
bump into one another.”

Charmington’s, the neighborhood coffee shop located on the 
ground floor, is open not only to residents and employees but 
also to the public. The goal, Marks, Thomas Architects explains, 
was to avoid creating an insular space, where only teachers  
and non-profits devoted to education live, work, and congregate. 
They wanted the space itself to open up and spill into the  
local community, so a state-of-the-art coffee shop was a  
perfect solution.  
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THE RESULTS
A Sought-After Place to Live and Work
When Miller’s Court opened its doors in 2009, all 40 residential 
units and every inch of office space were pre-leased six months 
in advance. The one-, two-, and three-bedroom apartments  
provide open-floor layouts that blend historic features of the 
late 19th-century building with modern amenities. Teachers 
lease apartments for approximately $400 a month per bed 
less than they would pay at market value, thanks to the unique 
financing model. Meanwhile, non-profits save by not paying 
for space (like their own conference or board room) they rarely 
use. “The decision to create shared conference rooms saved 
significant square footage for every tenant — in fact, for every 
four to five non-profits we saved enough space to fit an addition-
al non-profit tenant in the building,” says Liebel. “The greater 
density ultimately gives them a higher quality space surrounded 
by people they want to be around — all for a better price.”

Among the 11 non-profits working out of Miller’s Court today 
are, not surprisingly, Teach for America-Baltimore, the Baltimore 
Urban Debate League, Building Educated Leaders for Life,  
Playworks, Experience Corps, and Young Audiences/Arts for  
Living — all of which have a hand in helping to transform  
Baltimore schools into great places to learn, teach, and grow. 
For TFA fellows, the waiting list to live in Miller’s Court is long.  
It consists of teachers not just from TFA but from other non- 

profits that recruit and train individuals for careers in Baltimore 
schools, such as the Baltimore City Teaching Residency and  
the Urban Teaching Center.

An Award-Winning, LEED Gold-Certified Project
Miller’s Court’s many green features enabled it to reduce its 
energy use by 30 percent — and earn a Gold certification under 
the LEED for New Construction rating system. The project also 
earned several prestigious local and national awards, including 
the United States Environmental Protection Agency’s National 
Award for Smart Growth and Green Building; the Urban Land 
Institute’s Terwilliger Center Grand Award; and Baltimore  
Heritage’s Preservation Project Award.

Given the success of the project, Teach for America, headquar-
tered in New York City, promotes Miller’s Court as a national 
model — and is urging urban school districts across the country 
to consider similar projects to house incoming fellows. “Living 
at Miller’s Court is a great way to foster camaraderie among  
our teachers and has helped make Baltimore feel like home,” 
says Omari Todd, the executive director of Teach for America- 
Baltimore. “If it can work here, it can work in other places, too.”
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A Boon for the Neighborhood
Miller’s Court has been a real boon for the Remington neighbor-
hood, generating a sizeable trickledown effect in economic and 
population development. Consider: 

 • Between 2000 and 2010, while Baltimore’s population fell  
  or remained flat, Remington’s population grew seven percent.

 • Its population of younger residents (ages 25 to 34) grew a  
  remarkable 55 percent.

 • Today, a number of community gardens, public art projects,  
  renovated row houses, a theatre, restaurants, and other  
  businesses now line the street. 

As a result, the Maryland Department of Planning designated 
Remington a “Spotlight Community” (and launched a website 
showcasing its story). City Paper named it the 2013 Neighbor-
hood of the Year. 

“Miller’s Court has had a tremendous 
ripple in the community,” says  
Donald Manekin, whose company, 
Seawall Development, went on to  
redevelop three blocks of Remington 
Avenue with retail, apartments and 
rowhouses, non-profit office spaces,  
and parking garages — a series of  
projects driven by the demand of  
residents living in Miller’s Court,  
“who want to stay in the area and 
make Baltimore their home.”

An Investment in Baltimore’s Future
Perhaps the biggest achievement of Miller’s Court is its  
impact on Baltimore kids, who benefit enormously from  
quality teachers with a passion for learning. 

To Donald and Thibault Manekin, projects like Miller’s Court  
are essential to the livelihood and growth of Baltimore.

“Creating Miller’s Court with Marks, 
Thomas Architects and our other  
partners is an investment in the  
people doing the single-most  
important economic work in the  
city — educating Baltimore’s youth,” 
says Donald Manekin. “I can’t think  
of anything more valuable.” 

And for Liebel and his team at Marks, Thomas Architects, 
designing with a clear social intent is part and parcel of what 
they do. “When you really start focusing on sustainability and 
community engagement, opportunities start presenting  
themselves, and your work takes on a whole new dimension,” 
Liebel says.
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ABOUT MARKS, THOMAS ARCHITECTS
Founded in 1967, Marks, Thomas Architects is an established, 
award-winning architectural firm focused on creating environ-
ments that enhance our clients’ business, the user experience, 
and the entire community. The firm is a leader in the creation of 
senior communities, student housing, adaptive reuse, water-
front housing, urban mixed-use communities, and institutional 
projects. Our architectural services include architectural design, 
planning, urban design, programming, sustainable design, and 
interior design.

ABOUT SEAWALL  
DEVELOPMENT COMPANY
Seawall Development Company creates innovative real estate 
solutions to support teachers, nonprofit organizations, and 
others involved in transforming urban education systems and 
the lives of children. The company focuses primarily on mixed-
use, urban redevelopment projects and operates in Baltimore, 
Philadelphia, and New Orleans. 
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