
Draper ES 1953
Shadd ES 1955
Moten ES 1955
Hart MS 1956
Sharpe Health SE  1958
Drew ES 1959
Plummer ES 1959
Hendley ES 1959
Aiton ES 1960
J.0. Wilson ES 1961
Watkins ES 1962
Houston ES 1962
Backus MS 1963
C.W. Harris ES 1964
Green ES 1965
Gibbs ES 1966
McGogney ES 1966
Lincoln MS 1967
Brown MS 1967
Savoy ES 1968
Leckie ES 1970
Shaed ES 1971
H.D. Woodson SHS 1973
Brookland ES 1974
Ferebee-Hope ES 1974
Wilkinson ES 1976
Shaw JHS 1977
Mamie D. Lee SE 1977
Fletche-Johnson EC 1977

Payne ES 1896
Miner ES 1900
Ketcham ES 1909
Bell SHS 1910
Garfield ES 1910
Thomson ES 1910
Smothers ES 1923
Hardy MS (Rosario)1928
Bowen ES 1931
Kenilworth ES 1933
Anacostia SHS 1935
Bunker Hill ES 1940
Beers ES 1942
Kimball ES 1942
Kramer MS 1943
Davis ES 1943
Stanton ES 1944
Patterson ES 1945
Thomas ES 1946
Turner ES 1946
Tyler ES 1949
Kelly Miller MS 1949
Birney ES 1950
Walker-Jones ES 1950
Nalle ES 1950
Sousa MS 1950
Simon ES 1950
R. H. Terrell JHS   1952
River Terrace ES 1952
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This report is dedicated to the memory of  
Richard L. Hurlbut, 1931 - 2001. 

Richard Hurlbut was a native Washingtonian who worked to 
preserve Washington, DC's historic public schools for over 
twenty-five years.   

He was the driving force behind the restoration of the 
Charles Sumner School, which was built after the Civil War 
in 1872 as the first school in Washington, DC for African-
American children.  Sumner was spared demolition in the 
1970s and was rededicated in 1986 as the DC Public 
Schools Archives, Museum and Conference Center.  Mr. 
Hurlbut also helped save the historic Benjamin Franklin 
Schoolhouse. Richard Hurlbut was the public school 
preservation officer and served as curator of the museum 
and director of the conference center until his retirement in 
May 2000.   



Preface 

Schools are more numerous than any other public facility in our communities. In 
Washington, DC, many older schools sit on corners, anchoring neighborhoods and 
fostering a sense of stability and familiarity. One such school is Murch Elementary 
School.  

In 1997 members of the Murch Elementary School community approached the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation with concerns about the deterioration of the exterior of the 
1929 school building. The Trust awarded the Murch Home and School Association a 
$2500 Preservation Services Grant.  The purpose of this grant was to provide a 
framework for preliminary planning of an architecturally compatible new addition to the 
Murch Elementary School; heighten community awareness of the historic and 
architectural significance of the existing school building and the surrounding 
neighborhood; and to teach students about the community history, the architecture, 
historic preservation issues and the planning process. 

In 1999, at the urging of the 21st Century School Fund, the Murch Home and School 
Association requested that the National Trust permit the Murch grant to be used to 
ensure that the history and architecture of all public schools in the District of Columbia 
be considered in the long-range educational facility master plan being developed by the 
school system.  

We thank the Murch Elementary School parents, Murch teacher Deborah Ziff Cook, and 
especially principal Dr. Marjorie Cuthbert. They made this report possible because of their 
willingness to look beyond the many pressing concerns of their own school to the needs 
of the entire district. We would also like to thank Mary Gill, principal of Murch Elementary 
School from 1984 to 1998 and current chief academic officer of DCPS, for her strong 
support of the early activities of this project.  

This work could not have been accomplished without the help of the Sumner School 
Museum and Archives, and the fine work of Antoinette Lee and Tanya Edwards 
Beauchamp—architectural historians who have painstakingly documented the history of 
the District’s public school buildings. Finally, we thank Mary Filardo and the staff of the 
21st Century School Fund for writing and compiling this report. 

 

Nenie Bartman and Jamie Butler 

Murch Elementary School Parents and Project Coordinators 



Introduction 

The District of Columbia is in the early years of a ten to fifteen year initiative to modernize 
and replace its public school buildings. This report will explore facility planning issues 
associated with old and historic schools that were not fully resolved in “A New Generation 
of Schools,” the DC Public Schools Facility Master Plan (Master Plan) approved by the 
Board of Education in December 2000. It will assist neighbors, parents, teachers, 
principals, architects, planners, school board members, council members, DCPS officials 
and members of Congress to build on, revise, improve and update the Master Plan. In 
this new initiative, the school system must avoid the mistakes of the last major school 
construction program of the 1970s. In fact, this school construction program offers the 
District remedy some of the poor design of the past.  

Section one of this report explores issues associated with the District’s old and historic 
schools still operated by DCPS and provides a framework for deciding whether a school 
should be modernized or replaced. Section two describes the history of the public school 
buildings and their construction since the 1800s. Section three contains a school-by-
school survey of the architecture and history on the operating schools built between 1862 
and 1945.  

There are many school buildings that are no longer in use by the school system that are 
significant for their history or architecture, such as Benjamin Franklin School (1869). 
This report highlights the intersection of public education and preservation concerns. The 
preservation issues associated with closed historic schools are not addressed. 
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Planning, Design and Policy Issues 

Affecting the District’s Old and Historic Schools 



Background

The last time the District of Columbia
implemented a comprehensive plan to improve
the condition of school facilities was in the
1970s. Unfortunately, there are many examples
of poor design and construction from this last
big school construction period.  Fort Lincoln
(1975) (renamed Thurgood Marshall) was
accepted by the District of Columbia Public
Schools (DCPS) even though there were many
known problems. The roof design, in particular,
has posed a continuing problem to the school
system. H.D. Woodson (1972) is another
example of a school design that even after 30
years has not been embraced by its community. 

Woodson Senior High School 

Many of the large, open plan, windowless
schools built during the 1970s were built on
sites where old schools, such as Orr, were
demolished to create room for the new school.
Most of these open plan schools have serious
design and operational problems. They were
designed to be energy efficient, foster team
teaching, serve large student populations, be
highly efficient since there were few corridors,
and contain spaces and amenities to make them
centers of communities. While these were
worthwhile objectives, the way these objectives
were achieved created other problems and the

open plan schools are among the most
underutilized and least desirable teaching and
learning environments in the District. 

Old Orr Elementary School

New Orr Elementary School

Additions to old schools have also been
problematic. In general, the older the addition,
the more likely it was to be designed to be
compatible with the original structure. In fact,
many of the schools built in the 1920s were
originally designed to have additions if
enrollment increased. However, the additions
added in the 1970s were likely to be open plan
additions and incompatible with the original
building. One such example is Langdon
Elementary School (1930). In 1970 an addition
was put on the school. Unfortunately the
addition fills the interior courtyard, severely
degrading the original design. 

Replace or Modernize: May 2001
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Many factors need to be considered when
deciding whether to replace or modernize a
school. The educational requirements of the
instructional program need to be clear and the
interests and concerns of the local and school
communities should be aired and addressed.
The historic and architectural significance of the
structure should be evaluated. An estimate of
the cost to meet the educational program
requirements should be prepared both for new
construction and for modernization and the
environmental impact of replacement should be
assessed. 

The decisions about modernization and
replacement of schools will change the face of
the District for generations. While many of the
considerations are technical, the decision
making process associated with the planning
and design of the public schools is political.
This does not mean, however, that it cannot be
thoughtful and well-informed. 

Long-Range Master Planning for
School Buildings

During the 1999-2000 school year,
hundreds of District parents, community
leaders, and DCPS employees—teachers,
principals, support staff and central office
educators—participated in the development of a
long-range plan for DCPS school buildings. The
values and concerns of this diverse group were
aired and discussed through a series of
committee meetings in each of eight planning
areas, two community dialogues in each
planning area, and meetings of the District-
wide, school board appointed Committee of 21
and the Master Plan Coordinating Committee. 

Participants in the community dialogues
were asked to give their opinions on whether
architectural and historical significance of
public schools should be a factor in planning
their future and whether they consider public
schools to be landmarks that contribute

positively to the character of their
neighborhood. The answer to both questions
was a resounding yes. 

Planning Areas

• In Area D, 75% of the participants felt that
it was of the highest importance to main-
tain the historic character of their schools;

• In Area E, when asked to rank the rele-
vance of historical significance as a factor
in decision-making, 63% ranked it as high-
ly important and an additional 25% ranked
it as moderately important;

• In Area G, over 90% felt that their commu-
nities’ public schools are landmarks that
contribute positively to the character of
their neighborhood, and over 80% felt that
architectural and local historical signifi-
cance of a public school should be a factor
in planning for its future; and

• In Area H, 80% rated the importance of
architectural and/or local historical signifi-
cance of the public school to their commu-
nity or neighborhood as high.

Only Planning Area A, which contained
schools from Ward 8 and has the newest schools
in the District, did not rank historical
significance highly. Additionally, community
dialogue participants were not asked whether
they thought the history and architecture were
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relevant factors in their own right, but ranked
them in comparison to education design,
security and other important factors. 

Planning Areas B, C and F were not asked
specific questions about the architectural and
historical significance of their schools, but a
number of individuals brought up the issue
during open discussion. In Area C, one
community member commented that preserving
the “specific features that characterize a
building,” is a way to “recognize and honor the
historic aspects of our schools.” The issue of
historic schools was considered in a broader
context in Area F, where another participant
commented that we need to, “Retain historic
facilities in order to maintain character of
neighborhoods and limit problems of new
construction in densely populated
communities.” But a resident of Area B most
clearly expressed the community opinion on
historic schools when he said, “Historical
significance should not be included in the
ranking when it comes to building condition and
educational adequacy. It should be a given.”

In recognition of the interest and concerns
reflected by the participants in the community
dialogues, the Master Plan recommends “that
school facilities having historical significance
be preserved whenever possible.” This
recommendation continues, “The District of
Columbia has a long and rich history. The
schools are a part of this history and…it is
important to maintain community identity and
cultural history through the preservation of
buildings. Many of these historic buildings were
constructed with superior materials in
comparison with some of the more recently
constructed schools. Therefore, school facilities
of historic significance should be modernized in
such a manner as to preserve their historical
character and architectural integrity.”

Facility Master Plan
Recommendations for Public
Schools 

The Master Plan recommends that all
currently operating school sites be retained and
continued for use as schools. If a school’s
enrollment has declined and the building is
under-utilized, the recommendation is either to
reduce the size of the building by removing
additions or to modify the space to
accommodate shared use. 

The commitment to small neighborhood
schools expressed in the plan is the single
biggest contribution towards preserving the
District of Columbia public school
infrastructure. The Master Plan recommends
that 63 schools be fully modernized and that 19
schools be partially modernized. Since 79 of the
currently operating schools have had additions,
if an older school must be right sized, this does
not necessarily compromise its design—it may
actually improve it. The Master Plan
recommends that the remaining 57 schools be
replaced. 

Table 1 – Master Plan Recommendations 

The age, deferred maintenance and lack of
capital investment over the last 20 years justify
the intense scope of work recommended by the
Master Plan. Schools were recommended for
replacement or full modernization if they were

Year Built Total Built Modernize Replace Other
Pre-1900  8  7  1  
1900-1909  6  4  2  
1910-1919  8  5  3  
1920-1929  18  16  2  
1930-1939  20  16  3 1 
1940-1949  15  5  10  
1950-1959  20  3  15 2 
1960-1969  24  11  12 1 
1970-1979  25  15  9 1 
1980-1989  2  2  0  
1990-1999  0  0  0  
2000-  1  0  0 1 
Total  147  84  57 6 
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in poor condition and were rated poor in their
ability to support educational program
requirements. 

The schools of the 1940s, 50s, 60s and 70s
are where the major rebuilding is recommended.
These schools are concentrated in Wards 6, 7

and 8. Nearly 68% or 38 schools recommended
for replacement are east of the Anacostia River.
The average age of the schools recommended
for replacement is 48 years. The schools
recommended for replacement are:

Section 1 - 4

1896 Payne ES
1901 Miner ES
1909 Ketcham ES
1910 Bell SHS
1910 Garfield ES
1923 Smothers ES

1928 Hardy MS (Gordon)
1931 Bowen ES
1933 Kenilworth ES
1935 Anacostia SHS
1940 Bunker Hill ES
1942 Beers ES
1942 Kimball ES
1943 Kramer MS
1943 Davis ES
1944 Stanton ES
1945 Patterson ES
1946 Thomas ES

1946 Turner ES

1949 Tyler ES
1949 Kelly Miller MS
1950 Birney ES
1950 Walker-Jones ES
1950 Nalle ES
1950 Sousa MS

1950 Simon ES
1952 Terrell, R. H. JHS
1952 River Terrace  ES
1953 Draper ES
1955 Shadd ES
1955 Moten ES
1956 Hart MS
1958 Sharpe Health SE
1959 Drew ES
1959 Plummer ES
1959 Hendley ES
1960 Aiton ES

1961 Wilson, J.0. ES

1962 Watkins ES
1962 Houston ES
1963 Backus MS
1964 Harris, C.W. ES
1965 Green ES
1966 Gibbs ES

1966 McGogney ES
1967 Lincoln MS
1967 Brown MS
1968 Savoy ES
1970 Leckie ES
1971 Shaed ES
1973 Woodson, H.D. SHS
1974 Brookland ES
1974 Ferebee-Hope ES
1976 Wilkinson ES
1977 Shaw JHS
1977 Lee, Mamie D. SE

1977 Fletcher/ Johnson EC

Schools Recommended for Replacement 



Preservation Issues of Current
Projects

Prior to the development of the Master Plan,
nine schools were approved for major
modernization or replacement. These schools
are referred to as “Tier 0” schools in the Master
Plan. The following table shows the Tier 0
schools, the authorized actions, the current
capital budgets for these projects and their
current status. 

Historic issues have already surfaced in the
Tier 0 schools and in other schools engaged in
planning or construction. Randle Highlands will
also be modernized, but current designs are to
add contrasting modern architecture to the
existing classic design. Miner Elementary
School (1901, 1959) will be replaced, but the
original 1901 building will not be demolished
along with the 1959 portion.The following are
some examples of how these issues have been
raised.

Architects and engineers recommended
replacing Thomson Elementary School (1910),
a downtown school located at 12th and L
Streets, NW, without evaluating its historic
significance. When they learned that an
application to place the school on the DC
Historic Register had been filed, designs for a
new school had to be scrapped and designs for
a full modernization of the 91 year old school
were begun. 

Thomson Elementary School

Table 2 – Current Modernization and Replacement Projects 1

Ward School Year Built  Scope of work 2002-2007 
Budget  

Status 

4 Barnard 1926 Replacement  $12,830,000  Design 

1 Cleveland 1912 Modernization/ addition  $9,106,000  Design 

7 Kelly Miller 1949 Replacement  $20,600,000  Design 

3 Key 1928 Modernization/ addition  $8,650,000  Construction 

6 Miner2 1900 Replacement  $15,296,000  Design 

5 Noyes3 1931 Modernization/ addition  $10,169,000  Design 

8 Patterson 1928 Replacement  $13,956,000  Design 

7 Randle Highlands 1912 Modernization/ addition  $14,222,000  Design 

2 Thomson3 1910 Modernization/ addition  $10,636,000  Design 

1 Bell Multicultural HS 1910 Replacement  $43,650,000 Design 

1 Lincoln MS4  Replacement                           0 Design 

                      Total   $159,115,000 
 1 Source: DC Capital Budget 2002-2007

2 Oldest (1900) portion is being preserved, but will not be used as part of Miner School

3 First designed as replacements, but redesigned to keep original buildings 
4 A combined facility will replace Bell and Lincoln 
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Cleveland Elementary School (1912, 1937) is
located in an historic district and will be fully
modernized with an addition consistent with
the architecture of the 1912 building. It is
interesting to note that the 1937 addition was
the third floor.  

Cleveland Elementary School

Stevens Elementary School

Stevens Elementary School (1896) is the oldest
continuously operating school constructed with
public funds for black students in the District
of Columbia. This school was supposed to be
sold to a developer as part of a public private
development partnership, but the school
community and the DC Preservation League are
fighting its disposition in order to preserve the
important history and architecture of the
school. It has been nominated to the National
Register for Historic Places.

The site-specific educational specifications for
Noyes Elementary School (1931, 1959) were
not reviewed by the parents and community
members who participated in the planning
process before the specifications were given to
the architects. As a result, community
members did not know that the option selected
by DCPS for their school was to tear down the
1931 original school and the 1959 addition,
and to construct an entirely new school. Once
they learned this, they objected and after a
difficult period of negotiations, DCPS agreed to
redesign the school, preserve and modernize
the original 1931 school, retain the auditorium
of the 1959 addition and replace the rest. 

Noyes Elementary School

Replace or Modernize: May 2001
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Murch Elementary School

Historic issues also arise with much smaller
capital projects.  In 1997, the Murch
community faced the immediate problem of its
seriously deteriorated cupola.   Parts of the
balustrade on the cupola were held in place by
wire.  The roof needed to be replaced, which
would require restoration or removal of the
cupola.  The community did not want it
removed, because it is a local neighborhood
landmark f and one of the school's most
distinctive architectural features.  Through its
attention and concern the Murch community
made sure that the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, which has been managing school
construction in the city since 1998, restored
the cupola when the roof was replaced.

During the same yeaer, because of the poor conditions and crowding at its 72 year old school, the Murch
school community began to plan for a renovation and addition. During the early stages of this process,
some parents became concerned that the renovation and expansion of the school would significantly
obliterate or obscure distinctive features of the school.  One serious suggestion that was being put forward
was to place an addition in the central courtyard in front of the east façade.  It would have obliterated an
arcade-like entrance with its three large doors, the central one surmounted by a broken pediment.  It would
have also changed the character of the original H-shaped plan of the school, a distinctive plan similar in
design to many other schools in the District built during this period.  This was part of the impetus for
application to the National Trust for the Preservation Services Grant.

Patterson Elementary School

Patterson Elementary School (1945) is slated for
demolition and replacement although it is one of
the oldest operating schools in Ward 8. This
school was built by Nathan C. Wyeth, who
studied for nine years at the Ecole des Beaux
Arts in Paris, and became municipal architect in
1933 after the death of Albert L. Harris. He
oversaw the design of Coolidge and Wilson high
schools, Banneker and Jefferson junior high
schools and Lafayette and Patterson elementary
schools. In his designs for schools, Wyeth
favored the Colonial Revival style. He maintained
strong ties with the Commission of Fine Arts,
and his designs of other city buildings, including
the Municipal Building and the D.C. Armory, lent a sense of unity to municipal architecture. The basis for
making decisions and who ultimately made the decision to demolish and replace Patterson are unclear,
since the Board of Education did not vote to do so. It may be that the former facilities chief, who served
from July 1999 to April 2001, wanted to implement a new prototype design for the District’s public
schools and was looking for a willing community and a site. He found the support at Patterson. 

Replace or Modernize: May 2001
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Planning Guidelines for Old and
Historic Schools 

In order to avoid the problems of the 1970s
and ensure that DCPS makes sound decisions
about the future of our old schools, guidelines
for decision making are needed. Basic
information needs to be gathered, technical
assessments needs to be done and public and
local school input needs to be solicited. The first
requirement when planning a new or
modernized school facility is to understand the
instructional content and methods used in the
school. Along with this, a critical element of a
school specific plan is how many students will
be served, their ages and special needs. Since
public education must link ever more closely to
the family and the community, it is also crucial
to understand what community activities and
needs may be accommodated by the public
school. 

Once these educational and community
program requirements are defined, a
determination is made on how much space is
needed to support them. Following the
definition of program and space requirements, a
feasibility study needs to be conducted to
explore whether or not to modernize the existing
school or replace it.

Feasibility Study

A feasibility study to determine whether to
modernize or replace a school should include a
comparison of the existing conditions with the
proposed architectural program; an assessment
of the historic and architectural significance of
the school; the estimate of project costs; and an
environmental impact statement on replacing
versus modernizing the school. 

Existing Conditions and the Newly Revised
Educational Specifications 

An old school is unlikely to match the
standard for classroom size, support spaces, or
large group spaces of the newly adopted DCPS
educational specifications for elementary,
middle or senior high schools. In some cases the
existing public schools will fall short of the
DCPS standards, in other cases they will exceed
them. Many of the District’s old schools are
designed with spaces that are not provided for in
current standard educational specifications,
particularly at the junior and senior high school
level. Consistent with the important role of
public education in the history of the District
and as the center for civic life, these schools
were designed with many large spaces. There
are large fixed seat auditoriums in all of the
senior and junior high schools built before 1945. 

Auditorium at Macfarland Middle School 

Most of the comprehensive senior high
schools have armories and rifle ranges,
greenhouses and other monumental spaces no
longer standard in school design. While Wilson
and Roosevelt had pools added after their
original construction, the Cardozo High School
pool was part of the original design.
Unfortunately, this pool has not operated for
many years. 
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Pool at Cardozo Senior High School 

Even some of the elementary schools have
these important civic spaces. Parkview
Elementary School (1916) has a fixed seat
auditorium, although at the elementary level,
old schools are unlikely to be have large spaces,
since many of these schools were built when
children went home for lunch. These schools
usually have only one large group space that is
often over-utilized with breakfast, lunch and
sometimes dinner meal programs, after school
activities, physical education, and school
assemblies. 

History and Architecture

There is a rich history of public education in
Washington, DC. The architecture and
construction of the old public schools are of
high quality and character. They are also a
major part of the District’s personality. 

As part of the feasibility study, the history
of the school and design and construction of the
existing school needed to be assessed. Although
a school need not be historic or architecturally
significant to be saved, the history of the school
and its architecture need to be researched and
surveyed before it is known how these factors
will weigh in deciding whether to modernize or
replace a school building. 

The following requirements must be met for
a public school building of Washington, D. C. to
be eligible for listing in the National Register of
Historic Places. These criteria are taken from
the Multiple Property Documentation Form for
DC Public School Buildings 1862-1945 filed
with the State Historic Preservation Office.

1) It must be a purpose-built District of
Columbia public school building.

2) The building's date of construction must
be within the period of significance) of this
Multiple Property Listing (between 1862
and 1945). Buildings less than 50 years
old may qualify if they possess exceptional
significance.

3) The building must be in its original loca-
tion but not necessarily in its original use.

4) The building must retain integrity of
design, materials, and workmanship. The
principal facades of the building must
retain a majority of the character-defining
original fabric that was present during the
building's period of significance. Of pri-
mary significance are the building's mate-
rials, pattern of fenestration, decorative
features, and massing. Reversible exterior
alterations will not be considered to have
adversely affected the building's integrity.

5) Factors that may be cited to mitigate
requirements 1-4 include: significant orig-
inal interior features and outstanding his-
torical significance.

6) Properties may be eligible if the building
conveys important information concerning
the history of the development of the pub-
lic school system in Washington, D. C.
including the:

a) Evolution of public education for
African Americans;

b) Evolution of public education for
women;

c) Changing philosophies of education;

d) Development of curricula, text-books,
grades, classes, and programs;
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e) Development of kindergarten, elemen-
tary schools, junior high schools, mid-
dle schools, high schools, and voca-
tional schools;

f) Establishment of normal schools and
other teacher-training programs;

g) Participation of parents in the educa-
tional process;

h) Administration of the public schools
and the effect of federal and local pol-
itics on the schools;

i) Development of Washington neighbor-
hoods;

j) Evolution of African American life
and culture;

k) Changes reflecting periods of national
crisis e.g. the Civil War, World War I,
the Great Depression, and World War
II; and

l) Segregation, desegregation, and inte-
gration.

7) Properties may be eligible if the building
is associated with individuals who are sig-
nificant to our past.

8) Properties may be eligible if the building
conveys information about public school
architecture (including style, form, materi-
als, technology, or aesthetic development)
in Washington or the country, or must be
the work of a recognized architect, builder,
craftsman, sculptor, artist or other signifi-
cant to our past.

Design and Materials

Before entering most of the old public
schools in the District, it is clear that the city
leaders who built these schools held public
education in high esteem. Fine design and
craftsmanship characterize most of the pre-
World War II buildings. The National School
Board Journal described Eastern Senior High
School as the “last word in eastern school
architecture,” after it was built in 1923. Located
near RFK Stadium, the imposing four-story
building with its turreted towers and Gothic arch

entrance makes a strong statement about the
commitment to children, education and civil
society by citizens of the early 1900s. 

Eastern Senior High School 

Most old schools have features such as tall
windows that provide natural light and
ventilation, and wide hallways and high
ceilings. The old schools were constructed with
high quality materials. It is not uncommon to
find hallway floors of terrazzo and classroom
floors are wood. These materials that were
standard in many old schools are considered too
expensive for today’s new schools. 

The design standard for new school flooring
is vinyl composite tile (VCT) and some
carpeting with ceramic tile in the bathrooms. At
the new Oyster School, the hallways are painted
cinder block rather than the glazed brick of the
old school. Historic schools include many
unique and irreplaceable design elements,
including handcrafted moldings and artistic
decorations like mosaic tile around the drinking
fountains at Cardozo Senior High School and
the bas-relief in the entrance at MacFarland
Junior High School. 
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Bas Relief in Entrance Foyer at MacFarland MS

That the old school buildings have survived
as well as they have given the declining
maintenance and repair of the last decades is a
testament to their durability and quality.

Cost of Modernization versus Replacement

Comparing the costs for design and
construction is an imperfect business. It is in the
interest of school districts, architects,
construction managers and builders to claim all
work is done on time and within budget. The
challenge is to ensure that comparisons between
projects includes all of the same basic
components. For example, if the construction
cost of a new school does not include the cost to
remove the old school, including removing
hazardous materials, demolition, hauling it to a
land fill and preparing the site for new
construction, then major costs have been
excluded. One might argue that this is not a cost
of the new construction, but it certainly is a
project cost. If a new roof had been put on or a
boiler installed in a school and this component
still had useful life remaining, the remaining
value of these improvements should be
considered part of the cost of a project. 

In general, the basic cost components of a
major school construction project are planning,
design, site acquisition and preparation,
construction, construction management,

furniture, and equipment. If students need to be
transported and housed at an alternate location
while work is being done, then transportation
and swing space costs must also be included.
When comparing the cost to modernize versus
replace, it is important to compare total project
costs not just construction costs.

Environmental Impact

From a sustainability viewpoint, an existing
school building represents a significant
expenditure of resources and labor. Careful
renovation can reduce waste intended for
landfills, decrease air pollution, and save
dwindling natural resources. When the basic
structures of a school, composed of brick, block,
wood, plaster and stone, have decades of use left
in them, the environment is strained by adding
these materials to burgeoning landfills.
According to Environmental Protection Agency
estimates, every square foot of nonresidential
building demolition adds 155 pounds of solid
waste to area landfills. Thus, if DCPS follows
the Master Plan recommendations on new
buildings versus modernizations, nearly
500,000 tons of construction waste will be
added to area landfills simply by tearing dowen
the 58 schools designated for replacement. In
contrast, also according to EPA estimates,
nonresidential renovation only produces 18
pounds of waste per square foot, resultying in
approximately 55,000 tons of waste if the 58
schools were modernized instead of being
replaced. Additionaly, waste from construction
debris, approximately 4 pounds per square
footwill also be generated by the construction of
58 new schools.

Recommendations

To ensure that the District’s old and historic
schools continue to provide the sense of place,
history and community across the District, it is
imperative that the State Historic Preservation
Office:
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• Determine which schools should be listed
for national and local historic designation-
without waiting for a property to be threat-
ened by demolition;

• Establish a policy at the State Historic
Preservation Office on public school build-
ings immediately to guide the implementa-
tion of the Master Plan; and

• Provide financial support to the Sumner
Museum and Archives to preserve the his-
tory of the public school infrastructure and
to educate the public about the history and
architecture of historic neighborhood
schools in the District.

To ensure that well-informed, thoughtful
design decisions are made about old and historic
schools, the District of Columbia Public
Schools needs to: 

• Update the Master Plan, so that school
planning recommendations are changed to
"replace or full modernize", rather than just
modernize or just replace; 

• Require feasibility studies before a deci-
sion is made for modernization or replace-
ment; 

• Establish a process for decision-making
requiring public hearings and a Board of
Education vote on design recommenda-
tions of the DCPS administration.

Conclusion

Many of the District’s public schools were
built at a time when public education was
revered, and the public school was a temple to
democracy and learning. A historic school
building, updated to meet the demands of a 21st
century education, is a place where children not
only learn about but experience history. An
older school that has been in a neighborhood for
generations represents tradition and continuity -
important qualities in the life of a child. Perhaps
it is the same building where a student’s parent
or grandparent went to school. 

During the 1999-2000 school year, Janney
Elementary School in the Tenleytown
neighborhood of Northwest celebrated its 75th
anniversary. In the Janney library, members of
the Parent Teacher Association found carefully
preserved scrapbooks kept by previous parent
groups. The books contained photographs,
newspaper clippings and programs from long
forgotten events. From the books, the PTA was
able to reconstruct the history not only of the
school but also of the neighborhood. Not all
communities are fortunate enough to have
existing records, but a community with a
historic school building harbors the essence of
its neighborhood. It is as though generations of
voices and footsteps become part of the bricks
and mortar.

Ward 6 Council member Sharon Ambrose
said, “The value [of historic buildings] is their
contribution to the fabric of the community, to
the built environment of the community, the
environment other than the trees and grass. That
environment has inherent worth because it helps
generate a sense of community and continuity.”

It is not that all old schools should be saved.
In the case of the James F. Oyster Bilingual
Elementary School in Ward 3, the school had to
be relocated on the site. Care was taken to keep
it on the corner and retain the monumental
quality of the school in the neighborhood. It was
also designed to be consistent with the design of
the school it replaced. While the actual building
was not preserved, the historic function and use
of the site has been. The site has been in use for
public education for 77 years. 

Although there will be cases when it makes
sense to replace and not modernize our public
school buildings, the District’s historic and
older school buildings are precious. They are
the legacy of a past, grounding communities as
they move into the future. These buildings
deserve to be carefully evaluated before a
determination to replace them is made.
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