A Symposium on Smart Growth and Schools

It’s almost impossible to talk about metropolitan 

growth without talking about schools. For many years, 

“white flight” from central city school systems has 

provided much of the impetus for suburban sprawl. At 

the same time, a school board’s decision to build a new 

school in an undeveloped area often can spawn new 

residential subdivisions nearby which, in turn, attract 

new commercial development, drawing investment out of

existing communities.  In fact, the public school 

system has been described as “the most influential 

planning entity, either public or private, promoting the 

prototypical sprawl pattern of American cities.”

When community schools are neglected in favor of 

large mega-schools located far from the communities 

they serve, the quality of education – at both new and 

older schools - and our communities are compromised.  

More and more research is showing that as far as schools 

are concerned, bigger isn’t always better, and what was 

once believed to be one of the major benefits of newer, 

larger schools – economies of scale – doesn’t always 

hold true.  Studies have found that smaller schools 

positively affect, and large schools to negatively impact student performance, especially for females, and children in low-income families.
  And, when the cost of education is measured per graduate, small schools frequently fare better. 

Decisions about school facilities typically are made by local school boards with input from superintendents, principals, teachers, parents, architects, school facility consultants, and others.  But they are also driven by national guidelines, state policies, and local ordinances. The Council of Educational Facilities Planners International (CEFPI) publishes school facility guidelines that often promote urban disinvestment by recommending school sites so large -- 10 acres for an elementary school, 20 acres for a middle school, 30 acres for a high school, plus one acre for every 100 students -- that school districts must often choose between two undesirable courses: build schools on greenfields on the edge of town; or demolish homes around existing schools, damaging the strength and stability of healthly, older neighborhoods.  

Smart Growth America has defined “school sprawl” as the construction of new school facilities in a location that is disconnected from existing communities, demanding new physical infrastructure  (sewer, water, roads), and generating greater transportation demands by discouraging or making it unsafe for children, parents, teachers and the community to walk or bike to school.  School sprawl generates numerous additional costs for school districts, and families.  When schools are located in areas that are only accessible by automobile traffic, school district transportation expenses increase, diverting money away from priorities such as teacher salaries and curriculum development.
  In addition, children lose an opportunity for daily exercise.  Since 1990, the number of kids walking to school has decreased by 23 percent, while the rate of child obesity has more than doubled in the past 20 years.
   

At the same time, resources are stretched thin when school districts are pressed to fund the construction and maintenance of new schools while maintaining existing schools.  This frequently results in the neglect of older, neighborhood schools.  According to the National Clearinghouse for Educational Facilities, in 1990, local school districts spent only 4 percent of their operating budgets on maintenance, compared to 14 percent in 1920.  Many existing schools have been so neglected that parents feel forced to move out of communities in which they have been long-time residents in order to provide their children with a good education.  When existing schools are abandoned or neglected to the extent that they are threatened with demolition, the neighborhoods that these schools have served for decades may suddenly lose important anchors, and residents suffer from a decline in property values.  A 1999 study produced by Case Western Reserve University and Pricewaterhouse entitled, “How Much is a Neighborhood School Worth?” showed that disrupting neighborhood schools reduces property values by 9.9 percent.

While acreage standards are among the biggest contributors to school sprawl, other policies and practices add to this problem as well.  For example, many states have school funding formulae that favor new construction over school renovation.  Many school districts are not required to abide by local land use plans and regulations, and many architects are inexperienced in building rehabilitation, and therefore, often give school districts inflated cost estimates for school renovation projects, skewing the decisions about school facilities to favor of new construction.  Finally, many school board members and others in the education community are simply unfamiliar with Smart Growth and the benefits of walkable, community-based schools that serve as community centers.

However, more and more parents are struggling to chauffeur their children to school, soccer practice
, and other activities while providing their families with a safe, healthy community.  Parents are realizing that the characteristics that make for a healthy community also provide strong learning environments.  Researchers are finding that the size, design, and location of school facilities impact a child’s development and educational experience, and smart growth advocates are realizing the tremendous influence that schools, as well as the quality of education can have on future growth patterns and the strength of existing communities.  


In the summer of 2001, a number of organizations saw the fields of smart growth and education overlapping, and recognized the potential benefits to be gained by collaboration.  In November 2001, Smart Growth America co-hosted a symposium on smart growth and schools with the 21st Century School Fund, the National Trust for Historic Preservation, Rural Schools and Community Trust, and the National Center for Bicycling and Walking.  For the first time, this symposium pulled together advocates for smart growth and advocates for education to discuss areas of mutual interest that might form the basis of a common agenda to ensure the creation and preservation of strong schools and strong communities.


The participants of the Symposium on Smart Growth and Schools resolved to develop a set of core values, identify potential collaborators, and work toward developing a common agenda that would ensure the creation and preservation of strong schools and strong communities.

Participants brainstormed a list of activities that were considered top candidates for collaboration, which included: the creation of a media campaign to communicate to parents, education, and smart growth professionals and advocates the value of community schools; development of state specific campaigns for state policy reform; and, research. 

Smart Growth and School advocates agreed on a number of desirable outcomes as a foundation for collaboration: high quality public education in all neighborhoods, including urban, suburban and rural communities; greater racial and economic integration of students within metropolitan regions; and, strong, healthy communities and schools. 
Among the questions that were left unanswered and in need of further exploration, were: Is a “smart growth school” and a “community school” the same thing?  How should the smart growth and schools movement relate to, or join the community schools movement?  And, what would a common agenda include?

The Symposium on Smart Growth and Schools included three panels, which examined the trends in school facilities, the causes of those trends, and what communities around the country are doing to respond to the trends. The symposium concluded with a two-hour roundtable discussion on the opportunities for collaboration.  Below is a brief summary of the presentation of each panelist and the roundtable discussion.

Panel One: Trends in school facilities: What are the issues?
Kate Bicknell, Policy Director for Smart Growth America outlined a number of concerns of smart growth advocates – the trends in growth, the trends in school facilities, the relationship between the two, and the implications of those trends for communities.  Ms. Bicknell argued that sprawling development and more recent trends in school sprawl are costly -- school transportation costs have more than doubled in the past thirty years, new high schools cost, on average, $26 million to build, while the cost to bring existing schools into good condition is $268 billion, according to the National Education Association -- and, they negatively impact both the quality of education and our communities.  Throughout the symposium there was a lot of discussion of research connecting smaller schools with improved academic performace and child development.  Ms. Bicknell concluded her presentation with three suggestions for a common agenda for advocates for smart growth and schools: a commitment to high-quality public schools in every community; additional research on student achievement in small, community schools compared to large sprawling schools; and, state specific campaigns to revise state school funding formulas such that they do not favor new construction over renovation.

Mary Filardo, President of the 21st Century School Fund, an organization whose mission is to build the public will and capacity to improve urban public school facilities. 

Ms. Filardo outlined the pressures facing school districts, including overcrowding, under utilization, technology, programmatic, and school size requirements that create the pressure for schools to sprawl.  Her presentation was particularly useful in educating smart growth advocates about what programmatic and budgetary issues they must accommodate as part of any argument they craft in support of smart growth schools.  Ms Filardo also cautioned that “modernizing school facilities is the right thing to do for the students and teachers required to teach and learn in severely deteriorated environments.  But, is not a magic key to meeting the many challenges of educating children.”  She encouraged a common agenda to include an effort: to identify policy changes that would increase investment in schools in established communities; to build working relationships with school advocates; and, to develop the conceptual framework for the relationship between better public schools and investing in schools in established communities.

Colleen Walbran, a Research Fellow from The Institute on Race and Poverty at the University of Minnesota outlined the impacts of sprawl, including school sprawl on people of color and the poor.  Ms. Walbran highlighted the disparities in student outcomes across metropolitan regions – by the end of 4th grade, African American, Latino, and students in poverty tend to be 2 years behind other students; by 8th grade, these students are 3 years behind other students; and, by 12th grade, students of color tend to be 4 years behind other students
 -- but noted that while research has shown that metropolitan desegregation can minimize the disparities in student performance, court desegregation orders are being lifted in many school districts.  Ms. Walbran noted that when metropolitan desegregation is no longer a viable option, smart growth, which directs investment and population into already built areas can generate significant social equity and education benefits.  She noted that there are likely to be areas of friction -- for example, because many neighborhoods are racially segregated, efforts to create neighborhood schools could result in more racially segregated schools -- and urged that they be openly discussed and not stand in the way of collaboration.  Ms Walbran suggested that a common agenda also include: the development of a tool to analyze the racial and economic impact of school siting decisions; and, racial and economic integration of students within metropolitan regions.

Panel Two: What are the forces causing these trends?

Geoff Anderson, Director of the smart growth office at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, discussed the forces causing sprawling development, and in particular, school sprawl.  Mr. Anderson outlined federal, state, local and market forces such as, federal transportation and housing policies, zoning, and property tax structures, that have contributed to the traditional pattern of development in the United States during the past fifty years.  In an effort to identify activities that could overcome the biases of school facility decision-makers, such as bigger is better, Mr. Anderson suggested that advocates identify high performing schools in smart growth neighborhoods that do not comply with national school siting standards.  He suggested that these schools be used as the basis for creating alternative siting standards.  In addition, Mr. Anderson suggested that a common agenda include an effort to research: the impact on property values of the rehabilitation of existing schools as opposed to closing and moving them; the transportation savings associated with smart growth schools, and the performance of small schools from an educational and neighborhood perspective.

Greg Malhoit, Director of the Educational Finance Center for Rural Schools and Community Trust spoke of the pressures facing rural schools and communities.  Although many rural schools are succeeding in narrowing the achievement gap between children with different economic backgrounds, and lowering the dropout rate, rural communities, in general, did not benefit from the economic gains of the 1990s, and are suffering from high poverty rates, high unemployment rates, and a declining tax base.  As a result, rural states are tending to lean toward school consolidation to benefit from the perceived economic efficiencies, without recognizing the associated costs of that decision, including exceptionally long bus rides for children and larger transportation budgets.  In addition, Mr. Malhoit noted that there is a tremendous fight for resources between urban and rural school districts. Mr. Malhoit encouraged participants to advocate for public policies that ensure that all children have access to educational facilties that enable them to receive a high-quality education; public policies that require decision makers to consider the educational, social and economic development benefits associated with building or preserving small community schools; school facility needs assessments that have the goal of creating a school for the community, in the community; and, ensure that rural communities are included in smart growth discussions.

David Abel, Chairman of New Schools Better Neighborhoods discussed the challenges he’s experienced in Los Angeles to unite the school reform and smart growth movements.  Mr. Abel explained that in Los Angeles, smart growth and schools are not easy allies because the funding for schools is a state driven process, the school population is rapidly growing, early community participation is difficult because of the complications of gaining ownership of land for school construction, and there are no incentives included in school bonds for joint use, energy efficiency, infill or collaboration.  He encouraged advocates to consider school facility funding mechanisms to incentivize collaboration and smart growth, support elected officials and school district management who support collaboration and smart growth and build the public will to hold elected officials responsible for delivering on their commitments.

Constance Beaumont, State Policy Director for the National Trust for Historic Preservation, and author of the report, “Why Johnny Can’t Walk to School,” presented her findings on the public policies that have led to the loss of many historic schools, and the growth in school sprawl.  Ms. Beaumont spoke of the tendency of school districts to defer maintenance and then use the deteriorating physical condition of the facility as a reason to tear the building down.  In addition, Ms. Beaumont outlined current public policies, such as arbitrary acreage requirements and school funding formulas that frequently encourage school districts to choose new construction over renovation of existing school facilities.  She encouraged participants to advocate for the elimination of the funding biases and the acreage standards, and to re-examine the exemptions school district receive from local planning laws.

Panel Three: Solutions – What are communities doing and what are the opportunities?

The symposium’s final panel focused on what advocates and communities around the country were doing to try to overcome the problems generated by sprawl, and more specifically, school sprawl.

Steven Bingler, President of Concordia, Inc. and the author of “What If,” discussed the necessary components to succeed in integrating smart growth and schools in a community, which includes holistic planning that engages the community in participation and integrates the many dimensions of the community’s needs.  Mr. Bingler highlighted urban and rural projects his company has undertaken in New Hampshire, California and Michigan that have used this approach and seen positive results.  He encouraged participants to think of their efforts in the context of a long-term effort, and encouraged advocates to work to build the public will for change and work toward the goals of authentic community participation and integration.

Linda Martin, of Challenge West Virginia, a statewide organization dedicated to maintaining and improving small community schools discussed the experience of West Virginia that standardized both education and school facilities.  The result was a major trend in rural school consolidation that has led to the state spending more on transporting kids to school than any other state in the nation.  Ms. Martin made three recommendations to advocates, each of which tries to mutually strengthen a rural community and its school.  She encouraged real community participation, the use of local craftsmen and materials, and a true assessment of school facility needs with the goal of creating a school for the community, in the community.

Karen Hundt, Director of the Planning and Design Center in Chattanooga, Tennessee, relayed her experience in the development and construction to two new elementary schools in downtown Chattanooga as part of a larger effort to revitalize the downtown.  The community identified the need for a new elementary school, but also realized that it would be at full capacity the day it opened, and that if the community’s effort to draw families back downtown was to work, they would need to have additional capacity in their schools.  The local government partnered with the business community to raise enough money to finance the construction of two new elementary schools, with only one of them being funded with taxpayer dollars.  The enrollment policy was structured to give priority to children who live in the community and then to children of parents who work downtown.  If the effort to draw more families downtown is successful, the city plans to further restrict enrollment to families whose parents live and work downtown.  Ms. Hundt’s three recommendations were: to develop partnerships between the public and private sector; to encourage communities to have a plan and a vision of where they want to go; and, to strive for racial and economic integration of students within metropolitan regions.

Barbara McCann, Campaign Director for the Surface Transportation Policy Project discussed a specific approach to tackling the issue of schools in the broader context of their place in a community by asking participants to think about how kids get to school.  Ms. McCann described Safe Routes to School Campaigns, specifically the California Safe Routes to School legislation, which provides funds to improve conditions for children to walk or bike to school.  She encourage advocates to consider Safe Route to School as a vehicle to help educators, parents and communities make the connection between smart growth and school facilities.  Ms. McCann recommended that an agenda for collaboration include: support of transportation funds for safe routes to school; support for independent child mobility as integral to the school experience; and, integration of school and community transportation plans. 

Roundtable Discussion

The afternoon was dedicated to a roundtable discussion that began the effort to create a common agenda by identifying what advocates hoped to gain from an effort to collaborate, what opportunities exist to advance a joint agenda, what the top candidates for collaboration are, and the next steps.  

Goals 

· High quality public education in all neighborhoods, including urban, suburban and rural

· Strong community schools; strong neighborhoods

· Greater racial and economic integration of students within metropolitan regions

· A more “holistic” assessment of the costs and benefits of small, community schools compared to large consolidated schools

· Integration of multiple goals into a community vision or plan

· The public will and means to change the status quo

Opportunities

Although the participants of the symposium did not fully develop an agenda for collaboration, they did identify a number of opportunities that could serve as the foundation for a common agenda.  Among the top candidates for collaboration were:

· Media and communications campaign targeting parents that focuses on the value, including high-quality and convenience of strong community schools and neighborhoods;

· Media and communications campaign targeting educators that focuses on the ability of community schools and community involvement to increase community commitment to schools

· Development of state-specific campaigns to in places that will be battleground states in the next election, and have a mix of urban, suburban and rural communities.

· Partnerships between school districts and local businesses, chambers of commerce or boards of trade

· State policy reform focused on providing greater flexibility in state and local design standards, eliminating funding biases that favor new construction over renovation, eliminating arbitrary acreage requirements, and re-examining the exemptions many school districts receive from local planning laws.

· Research to build the economic case for community schools 

· State policy reform to provide transportation funding for pedestrian safety, especially safe routes to school

Gaps and Challenges

· Education advocates – the symposium was aimed at bringing together smart growth, equity and school advocates who already understand the link between strong neighborhoods, and strong schools.   In order to advance a common agenda, this coalition must build a relationship with more traditional education advocates.  In the process, smart growth and education advocates must openly identify any potential areas of conflict.  Joining the coalitions, Rebuild America’s Schools and the Coalition for Community Schools may be places to start.

· Ensure broader community involvement

· Ensure that rural communities are considered in discussions on smart growth

· Developing partnerships with the private sector

· Elect leaders who support smart growth

Research Needs

· Estimate of the full costs and benefits of sprawl schools vs. smart growth schools

· Compare student achievement at small, community schools vs. large sprawling schools

· Develop a tool to analyze the racial and economic impact of school siting decisions that would include an analysis of the relationship between “development of schools and housing at the metropolitan periphery, divestment of the central city and inner-ring suburbs, and persistent segregation and the concentration of poverty.

· Identify of high quality schools in smart growth neighborhoods that violate recommended school siting requirements, and use their characteristics to develop alternative siting standards. 

· Examine transportation impacts of smart growth schools compared to sprawling schools

· Develop a school facilities funding mechanism that incentivizes interagency collaboration and smart growth.

Next Steps

· Symposium co-hosts develop a set of core values, identify potential collaborators, and work toward developing a common agenda that would ensure the creation and preservation of strong schools and strong communities.

· Share information on this symposium and the efforts of various organizations, widely.

· Hold a second meeting.

Key Points





Meeting Summary





On Monday, November 26, 2001, Smart Growth America co-hosted a symposium on smart growth and schools with the 21st Century School Fund, the National Trust for Historic Preservation, Rural Schools and Community Trust, and the National Center for Bicycling and Walking. The symposium brought together advocates for schools and advocates for smart growth to discuss the opportunities for collaboration, and the possibility of developing a common agenda. Attendees represented rural and urban school interests, local and state planning offices, architects, historic preservation, social equity, transportation and smart growth advocates from across the country.


The following is a summary of the symposium.





School Facility Facts:


There are 91,000 public schools today, compared to 262,000 in 1930.


The average school building is 42 years old.


Between 1940 and 1990, average school size increased fivefold.


New high schools, on average, cost $26 million to build.


Miles traveled by school buses increased by 24% between 1986 and 1996.
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