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It’s one thing to read a textbook about architecture and 
design principles, but seeing a house go from conception 

to design to construction is an entirely different learning 
experience. That’s exactly what a group of students from 
Wando High School in Mount Pleasant did for a 2017-2018 
school project in collaboration with the Charleston Home 
Builders Association (CHBA). 

The concept for a tiny house project was the brain child 
of Ashley Valdivieso of the CHBA who, together with Shawn 
Doogan, vice president of operations at Southeastern Family 
Homes and head of the CHBA Scholarship Task Force, made it 
happen. The previous year, Doogan approached the Charleston 
County School of the Arts about having art students draw 
color renderings of a floor plan from a neighborhood 
Southeastern Family Homes was building on Johns Island.  
The winning student received a $6,000 scholarship.

TINY HOUSE 
PROJECT PAYS 

OFF BIG FOR 
STUDENTS

By Holly Fisher

BIG DREAMS
Tiny Homes,

Brad Lopez Crane moving the Tiny House to its forever home.
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Together, the CHBA and Doogan wanted to replicate 
the success of that project with another Charleston 
area school. They approached Wando with an idea 
to have students submit designs for a tiny house that 
would be built and then donated or sold. Engineering 
teacher Katie Johnston jumped at the opportunity to 
involve her students in the project. 

But, first, the students needed a “client” and a place 
to construct the tiny house after it was designed. 
Katie Donohoe was teaching horticulture at Wando 
and learned about the house 
project during a department 
meeting. She was in the process 
of planning a new nonprofit, 
an educational farm called 
Growing Minds, that seemed a 
likely fit for the house. 

While Donohoe’s plans for 
Growing Minds weren’t fully 
finalized, she agreed to be the 
client for the class project. 

Brimming with creativity
More than 30 students worked on designs for the tiny 

house, showcasing their creativity and ideas for how to 
make the most use of a small space. The students presented 
their individual designs to members of the Charleston 
Home Builders Association. Doogan said he was blown 
away by the students’ ingenuity and skill. “It was not an 
easy decision, but we found our winner,” he said. 

The panel selected a design created by then-
sophomore Hannah Kenis, whose design was “simple 
but purposeful.” She said, “I was inspired by daily 

life and used this to create a bright, clean space that 
someone could feel comfortable in.” Her favorite area 
was the kitchen, which she intentionally designed to 
function as a kitchen, dining area, work space and 
gathering area. 

With a design in hand, Doogan and the CHBA 
Scholarship Task Force went to local vendors asking 
for donations to construct the 225-square-foot house. 
Thanks to monetary and product donations from 
many of the CHBA’s members, about 99 percent of the 

house’s constructions costs 
were covered. 

In the meantime, Donohoe 
decided to leave her teaching 
position at Wando and 
pursue her nonprofit full-
time. Growing Minds is 
located on 4 acres just off 
S.C. Highway 41 in Mount 
Pleasant, making it the ideal 
spot for a tiny house. Last 
summer, about two dozen 
students spent two weeks 

building the house and then gathered on the property 
to watch as the house was positioned via crane into its 
permanent home. 

Learning that ‘sticks’
For the students, the project was fully hands-on —

everything from framing to drywall. That kind  
of educational opportunity was invaluable, 
Johnston explained. 

“
When you get outside of those four 

walls of a high school and see
 what’s going on, it brings your entire 

learning process together.
- Katie Johnston, Engineering teacher

”

Continued on p. 59

A group of students posing with the house under construction. A group of students posing with the finished house.
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Buying or selling a home
is a big deal.
We understand the financial commitment, time

investment and emotions. It’s why we take care

of all the details. Let us guide you through the

process. Then, we’ll celebrate together!

Call us for a free consultation: 843-566-2606

@TerryHaasCentury21

Custom Home Division

3155 Maybank Hwy, Johns Island | 843.559.4190 | www.bldr.com3155 Maybank Hwy John
Visit us at Any of Our Four Locations

sland | 843 559 4190 | www bldr comns I
s: North Charleston, Johns Island, Summerville & Edisto
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“Learning outside the classroom is really powerful,” 
she said. “When you get outside of those four walls of 
a high school and see what’s going on, it brings your 
entire learning process together. When that can all be 
encapsulated into a full learning experience, it makes 
the education stick a little more.” 

At Growing Minds, Donohoe said the house will 
be used as office space for the farm and the sleeping 
loft will be perfect for college interns working on 
the farm. She acknowledged learning quite a bit 
about the construction process — building permits, 
inspections and working with subcontractors for 
electrical and plumbing. 

Understanding construction and basic building 
principles will serve these students well, regardless of 
whether they pursue careers in this industry, she said. 
“They will all have a house someday that will need 
drywall repair.” 

The many ways to a career
A project like this also reinforces a message many 

high schools are eager to share with students and 
parents: not all professions require a four-year college 
degree. More schools — like Wando’s Center for 
Advanced Studies — are showcasing the breadth of 
career opportunities for students who aren’t interested 

in pursuing a more traditional bachelor’s degree. 
“The biggest thing we can do for kids is give them 

the skills to go into the workforce — whether that 
means they need to go get a degree or they don’t,” 
Donohoe said. “It’s such a disservice to tell them to 
get a four-year degree or work at Burger King.  
There are hundreds of other options.” 

For Doogan and others in the building 
profession, offering these kinds of hands-on learning 
opportunities may be a way to fuel the future of their 
industry. They need younger workers to come up 
through the ranks and provide a skilled workforce to 
keep up with Charleston’s growth. 

“The labor force right now is strained, to say the 
least,” Doogan said. “There are not a lot of qualified 
workers out there who are coming up. This hopefully 
sparks some interest and keeps the momentum going.” 

Now a junior at the South Carolina Governor’s 
School for Science and Mathematics, Kenis said she 
hasn’t selected a career path yet, but engineering and 
architecture are a possibility. “I think the tiny house 
helped me realize it was a passion for me,” she said. 

Valdivieso is excited for CHBA’s future 
announcing, “Stay tuned for the next educational 
hands-on building industry project we have in mind. 
The goal is always to keep growing and going!” 
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for allowing us to remove   
her fence to place the tiny home! 

for working with us        
to make this happen! 


