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green building

By the Time I Get to Phoenix
by Ron Wilson

As occurs every year, I began spring 
semester 2009 with a new group of second 
year architectural technology students. The 
capstone course I teach involves student 
teams competing in the annual Natural Talent 
Design Competition sponsored by the US 
Green Building Council (USGBC). Every year 
this challenging class and event bring forth 
the best from my students. 

This year’s project challenge was to design 
a nine-unit multi-family building that would 
include a group meeting area. The occupants 
would be recovering substance abusers who 
are mainstreaming back into a productive life-
style. Part of the initial concept of Cape Fear 
Community College’s “Team Phoenix” was 
to use the building to inspire the residents 
and the surrounding neighborhood with an 
uplifting green example of what is possible 
with forethought and vision. The staggered, 
stepped form and butterfly roof resembles 
a flock of birds taking flight; this symbolizes 
breaking free of stereotypes and starting a 

new life. Hence, the mythical, color-
ful bird, “The Phoenix” became the 
metaphor and logo for their project. 

This year, Team Phoenix placed 
first in the NC Sustainable Building 
Design Competition, winning over oth-
er teams from NC State, Appalachian 
State, East Carolina University, Duke 
and numerous others. As a result of 
this significant achievement, the team 
was the second CFCC team in a row to 
earn the right to advance to national 
competition.

Team Phoenix was 2009 National 2nd Place Winner in the USGBC’s Natural Talent Design 
Competition. From left: Patrick Gorham, Larry Carr, Ron Wilson (Faculty), Eli Barrett, Josh Lee.

The Natural Talent National Design 
Competition is hosted each year by 
USGBC at the Greenbuild International 
Conference and Expo. This year the confer-
ence host city was Phoenix, Arizona. 

It was particularly rewarding for CFCC 
to be awarded second place nationally, 
as they were the only community college 
that qualified to compete at the national 
level. The first place winner was Team 
Grow Harlem, a group of young profes-
sionals from a New York City architectural 
firm, whose winning design was an urban 
green upfit project in Harlem. 

Team Phoenix members are Eli Barrett, 
Larry Carr, Patrick Gorham and Josh Lee 
with Ron Wilson, Architect and Faculty 
Advisor. USGBC’s 2010 Natural Design 
Competition, in partnership with Salvation 
Army’s EnviRenew Initiative, will focus 
its sights on the rebuilding effort in New 
Orleans, Louisiana.

Architect Ron Wilson is Program Director of 
the Architectural Technology Program at 
Cape Fear Community College. Learn more 
about the Architectural Program at www.
cfcc.org.

The Phoenix Project incorporated the 
following green building strategies:
•	 Sustainable Site
•	 Water Efficiency
•	 Energy Conservation
•	 Sustainable Materials and 

Resources
•	 Indoor Environmental Quality
•	 Innovation and Design Process
•	 Awareness and Education
•	 Universal Design
•	 Green/Energy Certifications

illustrations courtesy of Team Phoenix
The staggered layout of the Phoenix design allows 
more sunlight to enter each unit. See the online ver-
sion of this article to view additional storyboards.






