
Community Engagement for School Design:  

A Cautionary Tale



This program describes how an existing 
historical structure was analyzed for 
suitability as a new school.  It also 
discusses community engagement 
strategies for soliciting important feedback 
from all constituencies.  The program also 
demonstrates how new 21st century school 
designs can capitalize on tradition, and 
create important connections to a 
community’s history. 

Course
Description



Learning
Objectives

1. Solicit active engagement from the Community when planning a new 
school project.

2. Understand how to evaluate if a historic structure can or can not be 
adapted to a new use as a school. 

3. Have strategies for incorporating historical components (elements of 
historical significance), into the design of a new, 21st Century School Design.

4. Have strategies for creating learning opportunities from historical context 
in a new school.

At the end of the this course, participants will be able to:



“Schools should be a point of unity, not division, 
between and among generations”

- Joe Perkins, past president of the AARP



“Our school buildings and grounds and their 
impact on all of us are multi-dimensional and more 
important than most people realize.”

- Dr. Linda Lemasters, Educational Facilities Clearinghouse



“Symbolically, schools are seen by many as the last 
enduring public institutions in many communities.” 

https://www.michigan.gov/documents/The_Importance_of_School_and_Community_Collabor
ation_156613_7.pdf 



A Historic Icon



• Houston’s historic Fifth Ward Neighborhood was settled by freed slaves after the Civil War. 
By 1925, over 40 African-American-owned businesses lined Lyons Avenue, the main 
thoroughfare.

• Phillis Wheatley High School was established in 1927 and educated generations of 
community residents. Wheatley High was one of the largest African-American high schools in 
the United States.

• "For many, Fifth Ward is Wheatley High School" and that African-Americans who grew up 
in the Fifth Ward "still cling closely to Wheatley" even after they had moved to other parts of 
the United States. – Charles Herbert, Wheatley Principal 1979



Notable Alumni

George Foreman Joe Sample
Barbara Jordan

Mickey Leland
Dr. Ruth Simmons

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Dr. Ruth Simmons – the first African-American president of Brown University, an Ivy League institution

Mickey Leland - state legislator and U.S. Congressman

George Foreman - former professional boxer, two-time world heavyweight champion and an Olympic gold medalist

Barbara Jordan - first black female elected to the Texas Senate. In 1972, Jordan was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives and became only the second black woman to hold that position.

Joe Sample - American pianist, keyboard player, and composer



The Community



















Impetus for a New Building



To Renovate or Construct New:  Some Factors to Consider:

 Appropriateness for new use
• Size, geometry, number of floors

 Hazardous Materials

 Structural Soundness
• Foundations, frames / walls, floors and roof

 Construction systems and Floor-to-Floor heights
• Can new systems be inserted?
• Can the old building be made energy efficient?

 Status of MEP systems

 Location on Site
• Is the site being used efficiently?



Analysis





The “Charrette”





Option 1 – Demo Smith / Renovate & Add Onto Carter Option 2 – Demo All / Build All New

Option 3 – Demo All / Build All New Option 4 – Preserve Carter Façade / Build All New



The Design







Construction begins…



You’ve Been Served!



The Injunction required:

 Construct the Gregg Street and Lyons Street Facades in a similar architectural style 
to the original HP Carter…, using as much of the original materials on the original 
facades as is practical…

 Construct an area… that honors the dignity, accomplishments and history of the 
school and students previously educated at the site.

 Construct a Grand Hallway befitting and honoring the dignity of the of the previous 
school… that incorporated materials showcasing the history of the prior schools…



The Re-Design

























The Consequences

• Additional Cost     

• Schedule   

• Community Mistrust

$1,000,000 +

7 months +



A Better Engagement



Objective: 
obtain reliable, thorough and actionable 
community input



• Community Outreach 
• Civic club meetings

• Neighborhood religious centers

• Community parks/centers/libraries

• Block walk / Door to door

• Multimedia informational campaign



• Establish Trust
• Research the history of the neighborhood

• Be present
• Get involved – go to meetings, attend events, PTO



• Right time, right place
• Schedule meetings during non-working hours 

• Nights, weekends

• Set meeting locations in the neighborhood

• Easily accessible

• Neutral territory



• Working with Owner to set boundaries
• What is on the table to discuss?

 Design 

 Program

 Budget



Communication is Key

Set 
boundaries

Respond to 
Feedback

Follow-up 
Meetings

Share 
Updates



Q & A
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