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For nearly two years, Loudoun School for the Gifted has been working to restore the Ashburn 
Schoolhouse, a dilapidated, one-room building that was constructed in the nineteenth century to educate 
African American children living in northern Virginia. 
 
The building has been standing for nearly two centuries, but weather and architectural flaws have severely 
compromised its integrity. The building stands on a slope, and the foundation’s poor construction renders 
it “inadequate to serve as the support for the building” . The exterior siding has become dry and cracked, 1

and even the metal roof has begun to suffer leaks around the opening of the stone chimney. Due to its 
proximity to a much more modern sector of Ashburn, few paid attention to the decaying schoolhouse until 
Loudoun School for the Gifted made it its mission to restore the site. 
 
Dr. Deep Sran, founder of the school and coordinator of the project, describes the project with a kind of 
optimism unique to his educational philosophy. “[In the] short term, I think it’d be great to hold classes in 
there to give students a perspective on what it was like to learn in [that type of space]. Longer term, I’d be 
very interested in another structure behind it: a teaching pavilion, a small education museum. I think right 
now we’re probably in the ‘collecting of ideas’ phase.” 
 
The project originated as a way for a small group of students to engage with their community while 
simultaneously learning more about it. However, as time passed, the restoration project has evolved along 
with the state-of-the-art campus that the school hopes to construct beside the smaller building.  
 
“I think there are a few ways to look at it. One is just, aesthetically, the new building will echo the linear, 
spare design… The new building is in many ways a scaled up version of the old building in terms of 
design,” Sran offered. “But much more importantly, I think the site captures the idea of justified 
optimism: this is where we were in 1892. One hundred and twenty years later, this is where we are. It’s 
hard to see that progress in one lifetime, but, to give evidence of it, and to make that evidence visible… 
that was the idea.” 
 
Sran puts a great deal of emphasis on justified optimism in the day-to-day operations of Loudoun School 
for the Gifted. He hopes to create students who “think, read, and work deeply” in both a philosophical and 
academic environment and a more concrete and authentic one.  
 
“I think it’s very hard to give students authentic tasks in school, and so when you have an opportunity to 
give students an authentic task, it’s critical that you do so. [T]here’s a way of learning with an authentic 
task that cannot be duplicated with a task that is designed just for a specific class… If you think students 
have something to contribute, then you can’t leave all the ideas to the adults in the space.” 
 

1quoted from an Engineering Report discussing the structural integrity of the Ashburn Schoolhouse  



Sran anticipates success for the project, but states that there are several obstacles standing between the 
current state and the final goal for the restoration of the schoolhouse. Aside from the need to raise funds 
for the project, he lists credibility as one of the largest difficulties standing in the way of the current 
restoration efforts. 
 
“If we were the Loudoun Museum, and we had decided to raise funds to restore the 1892 Ashburn 
Schoolhouse, I think people would understand and be a little more willing to give. I think that as a private 
entity that is restoring a property, there is the question of, ‘well, this seems entirely self-interested’.” 
 
Sran also raises the question of preservation’s role in a community as modern as Ashburn, musing about 
the ideal balance between past and present (and the implications thereof). 
 
This is by no means a new debate. Preservationists in the mid-20th century, championed by Jane Jacobs 
and armed with a hatred of modern city-planning theories, stated that cities should be like ecosystems, 
with a mix of old and new that fosters mingling and association amongst people with different 
backgrounds. 20th century city planners, such as Robert Moses, took the opposite viewpoint, stating that 
the ideal city is one with tall buildings and expanses of open space. This debate is very much alive today, 
and remains a concern for many architects. Sran’s views seem to fall somewhere in the middle, 
expressing the necessity for both the historic and the ultramodern. 
 
“I think it is possible to have this juxtaposition between the earliest historical sights and the 
state-of-the-art. It is hard to do, though, in the sense that you [don’t want the place] to become an inert 
reminder of the past. I think that’s the challenge here. How do we make sure it’s not an empty reminder of 
the past, and that it does actually do something more that is worth engaging with? I think that’s a 
challenge we will struggle with for years. I don’t think it’s a simple challenge.” 
 
The implications of a project like this are complex, as it is the first of its kind in Ashburn. Despite this, 
Sran is not daunted by the project’s uncertainty. He shares his vision optimistically, and does not hesitate 
to address undecided elements of the Ashburn Schoolhouse’s future. 
 
“I think the thing that I would most want recorded would be the story of the students who went there. ... 
How do you bring that story to life? That, to me, would be the most important…” Sran remarked. 
“Telling the human story of what it was like to be a student there, and the arc of the promise of post-Civil 
War, the failure of reconstruction, then the community builds the school, with very little progress for 
decades, and then desegregation… That’s what I’d focus on.” 
 


