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Districts seek
new uses for
closed schools

By Terl Banas
atal wrller

One suburban school official, who

has spent the last few years deallng
with school closings, slghed whea he re-
called how he fitst got started in public
education.
“Back when 1 was studying school
adminlitration,” he said, “they never
taught us how Lo close a school. They
Just told us how to bulld them.”

But, oh how times have changed.
Since the mid-1970s, enrollment dec-
fines bave led to school cloalngs in
growing numbers.

Bulldings once designed for the
tenching of children have become new
problems for school districts and nelgh-
borhoods. And those involved are left o
deal with the question of findlng alter-

nate uses.
And some have been found.

IN THE BIRMINGHAM Schooi Dis-
trict, moat of the nine closed public
school bulldings have been acquired by
private or parochial schools, causlng
little p of the

Although school closings are often
difficult, many dlatricts have found the
glot of vacant school buildings a boous
for thelr own on plans.

Some school districts have put the
achools to use in other capacities,

“A achool district has got to think of

the future and iis necds,” sald Farm-
ington School superintendent Lewis
Schulman.
“In our case, it (closing schools) gave
us room to move. An example s we
dide’t have an early childhood educa-
tlon program before because we didn't
have anywhere to have the program.”

In Gardea City, the former Cam-
bridge Elementary School was trans.
formed into an adulf community ceater
for a seven-member consortium of sur-
roundlng school districts.

EN CITY is a case study of a

- GARD]
district hard hit by declining enroll-

ment.

From a peak earollment of 14,000
students in 1988 (o 15 bulldings, it naw
has 8,200 students In seven bulldings.

In the Livonla Public Schools, the

in the
bullding site and nelghborhood.

But In that district’s Barnum Ele-
mentary Schoo), closed In 1976, & dif-
ferent type of tenant has taken over.
William Beaumont Hoapital s now in
the process of developing a cardlac re-
habilitation center there to be named
the Barnum Health Center. " .

In Oakland County's Franklin Vil-
lage, a novel idea was spawned when
village offlcials approached the school
dlstrict about creatlng a museum in a
portion of & closed clementary school,
The rest of the bullding would be used
a4 a community center.

Communlty centers and senlor cit-
zen centers, in fact, bave been popular.
uses for closed schools,

N LIVONIA, the former Jackson El-
ementary School was leased to the city
of Livonia for use as a community cen-
ter, though 1t was returned to the
school dlstrict recently In a cost-cut-
ting move by the city.

In a jolnt venture between Farmlng-
ton and Farmington Hiils, a new 47lh
Dlatrict Court was created out of a por-
tion of a schoel bullding Lhere. The
school district retained the other balf
for a communlty education and high
school completlion program.

y School was
turned into a warehouse for the dis-
trict. Stored there are the
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Farmington and Farmington Hills converted part of one a vacant

school building (nto & now 47th

nately found in residential areas, alter-
native uses often are not easlly found.

*“It's unbelievable how that will Uimit
you because you da.n't. have the optlon
to find

and equipment that once filled opera-
ting school ding to

int of the
property (when found in realdential

Livonia school superintendent George
Garver, the district now keeps-an In-
ventory of the surpluses of such items
as used desks and sewing machines for
use when replacements are needed In
operating schools.

“With the closing of achools, school
equipment has become a real buga-
boo,” said George Garver, “We were
able to sell one full-stocked library
(from a cloeed elementary school) to
another school in Kentucky by running
ads, But we really had to work at It to
get it sold.”-

BPECIAL EDUCATION centers
bave also cropped tp {requently In for-
mer public schools. In Redford Town-
ship, for example, three public schools
have been replaced by schools for the
mentally retarded aa well as an adoles-
cent day treatment center.

Overall, fbe most common alternate
tses of school bulldings has been made
by ‘mpn_:xlt public lgfnciu and gov-

and ¢ &
bodles. But due to roning limitations
school prodomi

2ald Garver.

School administrators have tried to
1ift the zoning restrictions by pushing
fegislation that would exempt school
districts from local zonlog laws. But a
recent effort in the form of House Bll
No. 4062 has proved unsuccessful so
far. Fighting the bill is the Michigan
Municipal League and the Michigan
Township Association. A hearing on the
proposed legislation was held earlier in
the year before the house committee on
towns and countles,

Accordlng to a committec alde,
Bruce Bicknell, the hearing resulted in
the committee chalrman telllng the
three sides to resolve thelr differences,
which has not been done so far, “It's a
mute lasue right now, The sides aren't
even talking," ho said.

Many school officials say the market
has become glutted with school build-
ings and tenants are becoming more
ditfleult to find. -

‘The Livonia district, where more
than 21 schools have heen shut down
and the closure of a high school
planned for 1985,

of having

The former Jackeon
El

y 8chool In

carries the dubjous™ unused school bulldings.
closed more "

District Court. The court |s one
schools than any other district tn Mich-

an,

“At one point we sent out letters to
hundreds of agencies, mostly non-prof-
1t,” sald Garver. “But most of our suc-
cessful leasea just walked In off the
atreet. When the Mlchigan State Police
moved an office Into Madison Elemen-
tary Schoot everyone was pleased with
the result.”

IN THE WAYNE-WESTLAND
Schoal District, where three more ele-
mentary schools are shutting Lhia week,
{five other elementary schools already
kave been closed) the district has made
previous attempts In unloading proper-
ty by dolng such things as “offering
real estate agents a 5-percent commis-
slon if they came up with a buyer,” sald
that district's executive dlrector for
purchasing, Manuel L. Lentine Jr.

“}f there's no interest soon,” he sald,
“we'll have to start some active pro-
motions.”

Qverall, - however, most dlstricta
have difficulty in finding good uses for
vacant property. And, If left vacant for
long, the boarded property &

target of vandals and s nelgbborbood

eyesore.
The other side of the coln iz the fi-
nanclal draln of malntalning closed,

"“Tha Lnitlal reason for closing ls be-

- OAKLAND D
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axample of the variety of ways closed schools may be used.

focuson
education :

45 million. Most of them (the used
buildings) will come in under $1 million
unleas it's on & (commercial) corner. -

“Originally, it (vchool closures) af-
focted Wayno County most severely.
But now IU's nearly a statewide prob-

cause It's too cxpensive to want to
spend education money for the sake of
malntalning 2 bullding,” sald Schul-

man,

*“It's a major problem when you have
a facility that’s 100 good to be torn
down but now it's time to reroof &
bullding you don't need. Jackson Ele-
mentary School, for example. It's a
|l:1ca school, Sh‘:uld you let it deter-
orate or should you protect your ln-
vestment,” mdﬂmegm

leally, bowever, the sale or leasa

of ol property rarely comes closs
to its setual valve. * C
“Almost no distriet has found a mar-
ket for surplus achools that comes any-
‘where near the true price of the facill-
ty,” sald Garver.
_school today

_now .elementary
mueoqwum
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school because of declining liiment
Ih June 1984, School officials say they
will turm it into a media center or adult
©education center or put it up for sale.
1o addition to closing a building, the
Extended School Year (ESY), which
‘had some students attending classes
year to accommodate the in-
crease {n student population, s being

Livonia had bean put
1o use an a communl-
ty center by the clty
ot Livonia. Howaver,
clty cost-cutting
measures resulted in
the building being re-
turned recently to the
school district, It may
be renovated into
seniar citizens hous-
Ing. -
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Playground supervisor Helen Bennett Is
surrounded by some of the youngsters
who attend Starkweather - Elementary

* gehool I Plyniouth:Canton. The schoolls

scheduled 1o close next year but Bennett
. said, “F've baen here 20 years, and Vil be
*" here another 20 years..l won't let them

" closeit® |




