
followed the master planning phase, also involved
the consultant and client team, so that all
decisions  supported the project mission.

The Sisters wanted to leave a legacy to future
generations with this project. One of the missions
of their order is to respect the earth and promote
eco-justice, so the hope was to create a
community that would exemplify these ideals.
Since the IHM congregation is known for its
teaching excellence, the Sisters saw this project as
an opportunity to teach the public about important
environmental issues. Throughout the process,
issues that the design team was studying with the
Sisters were presented to neighbors so they could
learn about how to live with more respect for the
environment. Even if suggested strategies had a
very long payback, the Sisters still chose to
incorporate them to be able to teach about them
(the ground-coupled HVAC system and the
greywater system are examples of this strategy). 

Editor’s note: Project narratives are excerpts from
architect submittals to the AIA COTE Top Ten Green
Projects 2006 program.

When the Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate Heart
of Mary (IHM) recognized that their order was
diminishing, they asked Susan Maxman Partners to
embark on a collaborative, long-range planning
process to determine the best way to achieve an
ecologically sustainable twenty-first century
community on their 280-acre site in southern
Michigan. The sisters in this order take sustainability
very seriously:they believe it is, in fact, the moral
mandate for the twenty-first century. 

Many of the structures on their property were built in
the 1930s and are historically significant, so any
proposed rehabilitation required review by the State
Historic Preservation Office. Although a majority of
the Sisters could live independently, many required
assistance, and those needs were not being met in
the current facility that was originally designed for
dormitory style living for young women, not for frail
elderly. 

The first step was a collaborative process during
which a team of planners, geriatric specialists,
organic farmers, architects, landscape architects,
lighting designers, energy experts, economic
advisors and MEP engineers met with IHM to
determine the best and most sustainable use of the
280-acre site. Input from all of these entities from
the earliest planning stages set the groundwork for
this project. Conceptual space planning, which
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COTE Measures of
Sustainable Design:

Sustainable Design
Intent & Innovation 

Regional/ Community
Design & Connectivity

Land Use & Site Ecology

Bioclimatic Design

Light & Air

Water Cycle

Energy Flows &
Energy Futures

Materials & Construction

Long Life, Loose Fit

Collective Wisdom
& Feedback Loops

Winners perform by all
measures; this one stands

out in those in bold.



Now that the project is complete, the Sisters are still
intent on spreading the word. They have created
displays throughout to instruct visitors about the
sustainable features of their project. A large salon
on the main floor of the Motherhouse has been
given over to the display of the design and
construction of the project. Since the renovated
Motherhouse opened in 2003, thousands of visitors
have toured the building and learned what this
congregation has accomplished.

Juror Kath Williams: “The sisters’ comment that
sustainability is a moral mandate was compelling.
They showed how to be smart with reuse. The
building is engaged in site and place.” 

Juror Kevin Hydes: “There are a lot of buildings of
this vintage that we can and should reuse. Many
were designed to function without lighting and
HVAC systems; they can teach us a great deal.

SUSTAINABLEDESIGN SNAPSHOT

> Btu/sf/year: 208,401; 18% less than base case

> building area naturally ventilated: 88%

> building area that is daylit: 93%  

> parking spaces per person: 0.66

> 100% of precipitation is managed on site

> annual potable water use:4.82 gallons/sf

> 380,000 square feet; $55,000,000

The Committee on the Environment (COTE) is a
Knowledge Community of the American Institute of
Architects. Visit www.aiatopten.org and
www.aia.org/cote. Check out Top Ten sponsor U.S.
EPA, and its ENERGY STAR tools (including Target
Finder) at www.energystar.gov/newbuildingdesign.
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Jane Rath, AIA
Susan Maxman, FAIA

Susan Maxman Partners
1600 W alnut Street

Philadelphia, PA 19103
215-985-4410

jsr@maxmanpartners.com
www.maxmanpartners. com  

Sisters, Servants of the
Immaculate Heart of Mary

Owner/Developer

H.F. Lenz Company
MEP Engineer

Rolf Sauer & Partners, Ltd.
Landscape Architect

Gredell & Associates
Structural Engineer

Clanton & Associates, Inc.
Lighting Designer

The Mannik & Smith Group
Civil Engineer

The Christman Company
Contractor


