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Abstract
School closures can have enormous effects on students and families living in a neighborhood. School districts in
many urban areas in the United States have recently been faced with the challenge of how to deal with a shrinking
school-aged population, budget crises, aging facilities and poor academic performance. This has led some districts
to close large numbers of school buildings. A prime example occurred in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in 2006. This research will examine changes in population count, racial composition, and housing characteristics in three affected
neighborhoods of Pittsburgh following the decision by the Pittsburgh Board of Education to close 22 schools that
year. The research will examine how large vacant facilities affect the neighborhood’s physical and social dynamics.
Data analysis, interviews and site analysis help to answer the research questions. The findings suggest that school
vacancies have a negative effect on neighborhoods to varying degrees, and the neighborhood’s ability to cope with
this loss is determined by a number of factors such as desirability of the area and community resources. Recommendations can help other cities to better plan for closures in the future to ensure the most equitable outcomes.
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I. Introduction
In the twenty-first century, school districts in cities
across the United States have made the decision to
close large numbers of their schools. Both declining
enrollment in city schools as well as efforts to reform failing schools have left a number of districts
to make difficult decisions. As neighborhoods and
schools are intricately linked, “neighborhood decline
and the demise of public education often occur in
conjunction” creating a “vicious cycle…where cities
are unable to sustain their housing stock and related
tax bases, a situation which subsequently contributes
to the weakening of schools” (Patterson & Silverman, 2013: 1). Therefore, the fate of public schools
in America’s cities should be carefully considered. In
cities that are losing population and struggling with
educating their school-aged population, it is imperative to minimize the potential negative impacts of
school closures. While literature has focused on the
impacts on student achievement, housing prices, and
transportation patterns, this research will seek to address how neighborhoods are physically affected by
large vacancies and how the loss of a neighborhood
resource impacts the community. The study will specifically examine the Pittsburgh Public School District 2006 “Right-Sizing Plan” that aimed to remedy
declining student population, fiscal issues, and low
academic performance by shuttering schools. The
study is focused on three neighborhoods impacted
by the closures: Hazelwood, Knoxville, and Mount
Washington. This research seeks to shed light on how
closures made at a district-wide level affect neighborhoods where facilities are closed.
Examining school closures at a time when the nation
is grappling with the best way to educate its youth
is extremely pertinent, not only to district superintendents and education reformers but also to planning professionals. The number of seats in a school
is one way to assess demographic trends, the health
of the school system, and how public resources are
being used. Additionally, the loss of a resource such
as a school can make a neighborhood less desirable
and large vacant buildings affect the livelihood of
a street, becoming eyesores or magnets for crime.
Closing schools in the most underperforming areas, while controversial, is considered by some to be
an opportunity to improve student achievement by
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moving students to higher performing schools. However, it raises the question of whether it is the best
decision for the neighborhood. Since closures are an
indication of change in the city, and educational facilities are intertwined with the physical environment,
school closures are a pertinent issue to city planners.

II. Background
Since the twentieth century, school districts in America have grappled with the challenge of how to best
match space for students with enrollment when population change or other factors have caused the number of children attending school in a district to fluctuate. School district consolidation, which refers to
either combining districts to create greater efficiency
or closing schools within a single district, has often
been justified for cost saving purposes, but consolidation also involves issues of economies of scale, optimum size, educational and social outcomes, community impacts and outcomes for teachers and staff
(Young & Green, 2005).
In the past, many consolidation decisions affected rural districts where a one-schoolhouse district would
combine with a larger district that had better facilities
and greater resources (Young & Green, 2005). The
advent of the automobile allowed students to travel
further to a central school, contributing to consolidation (Howley, Johnson & Petrie). In the 1930s, there
were more than 262,000 public schools in America
with many districts containing only one school. Between 1930 and 1960, tens of thousands of one-teacher schools and one-school districts were closed. By
the 2008-2009 school year, the United States had
13,879 districts with 86,470 schools (US Department
of Commerce).
To understand consolidation, it is important to note
that in the United States, the way school districts
are organized varies by state and is dependent on
population dispersement, geography, and political
decisions. In fact, districts are “neither accidental
nor permanent” and where you live often dictates
where you attend school (DeYoung & Howley, 1990).
Neighborhoods with higher property values will have
higher performing schools, creating a gap in educa-

tional quality along lines of class and race. Institutional segregation and housing discrimination, such
as the practice of red lining, are among many of the
causes that “underlie contemporary patterns of racial
residential separation in U.S. Metropolitan areas”
(Clark, 1986: 22). Glass notes, for “[e]very measure of
well-being and opportunity, the foundation is where
you live” (Glass, 2013).
Institutional segregation in public schools was upheld
under the 1896 Supreme Court decision Plessy v. Ferguson. It was not until 1954 when the Court ruled in
the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education that
“separate but equal” schools were unconstitutional
and inherently unequal. As a result of Brown, students in cities across the country were bused to different neighborhoods as one way to integrate schools.
Some districts were subject to mandatory busing under federal court supervision. Integration was made
more difficult when more affluent and whiter families
began to migrate out of cities for opportunities in the
suburbs in the 1980s.
In the past decade new strategies have been undertaken to raise the quality of education in the country,
specifically in inner cities. These education reform
efforts, namely President George W. Bush’s No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) and President Obama’s Race to
the Top (RTTT) are focused on accountability measures, test scores, and higher academic standards.
To hold school leaders and educators accountable,
consequences for not meeting standards could include school closure. NCLB, which was enacted in
2001, linked federal funding to student performance
on standardized tests. It also created a structure for
reorganizing schools that did not meet their testing goals, which included closing schools, turning
district schools into charter schools, having schools
taken over by the state, or contracting private education management organizations to take over a school
(Ravitch, 2001). While there has been controversy
over both the measures and the effects of NCLB policies, they have definitely shaped efforts to “reform
public education and revitalize urban neighborhoods,” and have led districts to determine the best
plan for closed school facilities (Patterson & Silverman, 2013: 2).
In addition to national education reform policy, the
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explosion of charter school growth has attracted students with the promise of providing a specialized
or more rigorous education than a traditional public school. According to the US Department of Education, the number of students attending charter
schools has tripled between 2000 and 2010, from
less than 500,000 to 1.7 million respectively. In many
ways, the charter movement has become synonymous with education reform as charter reform has
attracted much media attention. A charter school receives public funding but is run privately, so is not
held to the same regulations as a traditional public
school. Shrinking district populations can be attributed to the charter movement at varying degrees
depending on the city and state. While the growth of
alternative schools and poor student achievement has
led to closures, districts have also been faced with a
shrinking school-aged population, budget problems,
and deteriorating facilities. These problems have led
districts across the country to close large percentages
of their schools (Dowdall, 2011). Between 2000 and
2010, 70 urban districts in rust belt cities, as well as in
the south and the west, closed schools (Engberg, Gill,
Zamarro & Zimmer, 2012). The scope of this problem raises concerns about how closures impact students and communities. A study by The Pew Charitable Trusts looked at twelve urban districts facing
school closures as of 2005 and found these cities had
sold, leased or reused 267 properties, but still had 327
unused sites (Dowdall & Warner, 2013). Buildings located in declining neighborhoods are especially difficult to repurpose.
This paper examines the Pittsburgh Board of Education’s difficult decision to close 22 of its 86 schools
in 2006 due to many of the factors discussed previously, including declining population and budget
difficulties. Many school districts deciding to close
schools have taken various approaches. Pittsburgh’s
priority was improving student achievement. Examining the outcomes in Pittsburgh is one way to determine if this strategy produced equitable results
in different neighborhoods and if the burden of closures was shared by different types of communities.
Some researchers have studied student retention and
achievement outcomes of the “Right-Sizing” plan.
Jha (2009) found that the closed schools affected a
higher proportion of African American students,
and more African American students who attended

closed schools stayed in their attendance boundary
area. Engberg et al. (2012) found students moving to
higher performing schools saw smaller declines in
achievement, and those that moved to even higher
performing schools had no negative impact (Engberg
et. al, 2012).
As Jha (2009) eludes to, the Black population was
more likely to stay in place which may be apparent
when examining individual neighborhoods. As there
has not been research on the effects on the physical
and social realm of the neighborhood, this work seeks
to better understand how different neighborhoods
and populations within Pittsburgh were impacted. As
districts across the country face these issues, examining Pittsburgh neighborhoods provides guidance
for future decisions facing this city and other school
districts. Therefore, the goal of this research is to first
examine the physical and social effects on neighborhoods, specifically on neighborhoods where buildings remain vacant, second to determine if outcomes
were equitable, and third to make recommendations
regarding school district consolidation and building
reuse.

Pittsburgh History
In order to unpack the challenges faced by Pittsburgh
Public Schools (PPS) including their shrinking market share, it is necessary to understand the city’s geography and industrial past. Pittsburgh lies at the
center of Allegheny County in southwestern Pennsylvania. Three great rivers, the Monongahela, the
Ohio, and the Allegheny divide the city, and intersect
to form the Golden Triangle, the city’s Central Business District. Pittsburgh is organized into roughly
90 tight-knit neighborhoods, many of which are distinct due to hilly topography. Beginning in the 1870s,
Pittsburgh thrived as the center of the country’s iron,
glass, oil and steel manufacturing. During World
War II, a hundred thousand Pittsburgh workers were
employed in steel mills located on the Monongahela River (Toker, 2009: 284). Topography played a vital role in why heavy industry was able to flourish.
Steel mills lined the rivers for access to water, which
was necessary for production and for cheap transportation of materials. Additionally, the proximity
to valleys allowed workers to pile up the slag (waste
product of steel making) and “access to plentiful hillGORDON 9

side land where the workers could build their homes”
made Pittsburgh the ideal location (Toker, 2009: 3845). Steel workers lived near to the mills, and relied
on stairs and later funiculars, otherwise known as
the “inclines” to commute back and forth from the
waterfront to their neighborhoods atop the nearby
hills (Smith, 1990: 113). More than twenty inclines
were built in the last quarter of the nineteenth century allowing workers to live on the hilltops. Only
two remain today as a reminder of the industry’s past
(Smith, 1990: 139).
While the steel industry bustled for many years, in the
1970s and 80s, Pittsburgh mills faced many challenges including depleted coke and iron deposits, competition from foreign mills and smaller domestic mills
without unionized workers, and a lower demand due
to the recession in the early 80s. Steel factories began
to lay off workers and shut down, which affected the
entire local economy (Toker, 2009: 32). This major
loss of industry led to population decline as people
left for opportunity elsewhere. Pittsburgh’s peak population was 676,806 in the 1950s. In 2012, the population of Pittsburgh was roughly 306,430, less than
half its size during the city’s prime and a decrease of
9.26% from 2000 when 337,704 people lived within
city limits (US Census Bureau).

Demographics
Demographic trends are also vital to understanding how the city has changed before and after school
closures. As shown in Table 1, children comprised
20% of Pittsburgh’s population in 2000. In 2012, only
16.7% of the population were children. Pittsburgh’s
fertility rate, measured by cumulative births of 1,000
females during childbearing years was 1,741.9 in
1990, 1,646.1 in 2000 and 1,275.5 in 2010. In 2000,
3,857 infants were born in Pittsburgh, 55% of which
were White, and 50% of which were Black. (Allegheny County Health Department). In 2012, the number of births in the city decreased to 3,238 of which
54.6% of the infants were White and 35% of the infants were Black. Both the decline in total population
and the decreased fertility rate contributed to declining school enrollment in Pittsburgh.
As shown in Table 1, the racial makeup of Pittsburgh
is majority White with 68% in 2000 and 66% in 2012.

Table 1: Pittsburgh Demographic Trends (1990-2012)
Pittsburgh
1990
Count
Population
Total Population
Children 17 & under
Total Births **
White
Black
Other
Fertility Rate ***

2000

Percent

369,879
88,879*

Count
337,704
67,608
3,857
2,128
1,552
155
1,646

24.0%

1,742

2008-2012

Percent

Count
306,430
51,132
3,238
1,767
1,130
301
1,270

20.02%
55.17%
40.24%
4.02%

Percent

16.69%

%Change % Change
1990 -2000 2000-2012
-8.70%
-23.93%

-5.50%

-9.26%
-24.37%
-16.05%
-16.96%
-27.19%
94.19%
-22.85%

54.57%
34.90%
9.30%

Race
White
Black
Asian
Other

266,791
95,362
5,937
1,789

4942.4%
1766.6%
110.0%
33.1%

230,125
89,918
9,266
8,395

68.14%
26.63%
2.74%
2.49%

202,671
78,853
13,814
11,092

66.14%
25.73%
4.51%
3.62%

-13.74%
-5.71%
56.07%
369.26%

-11.93%
-12.31%
49.08%
32.13%

Hispanic Origin
Hispanic
Non-Hispanic

3,468
366,411

0.9%
99.1%

4,366
333,338

1.29%
98.71%

7,707
298,723

2.52%
97.48%

25.89%
-9.03%

76.52%
-10.38%

67,668
84,929
31,711
61,305

27.6%
34.6%
12.9%
25.0%

40,652
72,612
49,823
85,116

18.42%
32.90%
22.57%
38.56%

20,382
60,715
49,421
70,156

10.16%
30.26%
24.63%
34.96%

-39.92%
-14.50%
57.12%
38.84%

-49.86%
-16.38%
-0.81%
-17.58%

-17.09%

-1.19%

-2.60%
-4.98%
-4.92%
-5.03%
19.27%

-5.13%
-8.68%
-14.37%
-2.43%
20.84%
-32.74%
-14.33%
59.94%

Educational Attainment (25 &
older)
Less than high school
High school graduate
Some college
Bachelor's or higher degree
Income
Median Household Income
(2010 inflation)
Housing
Housing Units
Occupied Housing Units
Owner occupied units
Renter occupied units
Vacant Housing Units
For Rent
For Sale
Other Vacant
Average housing stock age
Median value Owneroccupied units (2010 inflation)

$

47,066

170,159
153,483
80,199
73,284
16,676

$

39,024

165,737
145,847
76,252
69,595
19,890
6,673
2,142
11,075
1945

90.20%
52.25%
47.75%
9.80%

$

88,426

* Count includes children to age 19
** Births in 2012
*** Cumulative births by 1,000 females
during child bearing lifetime
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$

38,560

157,228
133,192
65,291
67,901
24,036
4,488
1,835
17,713
1945

88.00%
52.28%
47.72%
12.00%
33.55%
10.77%
55.68%

$

106,884

84.71%
49.02%
50.98%
15.29%
18.67%
40.89%
73.69%

20.87%

The second largest racial group is African Americans comprising roughly 27% of the population in
2000 and 26% in 2012. While the White and African
American population decreased in the city over the
past decade, the population of Asians has increased
from 9,266 in 2000 to 13,814 in 2012. However this
racial group only accounts for 4.5% of the city’s population. The proportion of Hispanics in Pittsburgh has
been growing, however the Latino community only
makes up roughly 2.5% of the population. Pittsburgh
is a fairly educated city with 80% of the population
having a high school degree or higher. The median
household income has remained relatively steady
around $39,000, dipping about 1% from 2000.
As this rust belt city’s population has been shrinking
since the 1960s, it is also vital to look at the housing
stock and vacancy rate to understand the physical
landscape. As shown in Table 1, the number of housing units has been decreasing with the falling population since 1990. In 2000, Pittsburgh had 165,737
housing units, 88% of which were occupied and 12%
of which were vacant. The Decennial Census breaks
down vacancy into three categories: vacant for rent,
vacant for sale, and other vacant. According to Hollander (2010) as discussed in the next section, other vacant is likely a proxy for abandoned units. This
statistic is one way to understand how communities
may have been affected by general population decline
from loss of industry, the 2008 foreclosure crisis, and
school closures. In 2000, 11,075 houses were counted
as other vacant, or 56% of total vacancies. In 2012,
Pittsburgh had 157,228 housing units (a 5.13% decline), 84.71% of which were occupied and 15.29%
were vacant. The number of other vacant units in
2012 increased to 17,713 or 73.69% of the vacancies,
a 60% increase from 2000. The city also saw the percentage of renter occupied housing and owner occupied housing reverse. In 2012, the percent of owner-occupied units was 51% to 49% for renters.

Market Share Decline
Demographic trends help to explain some of the
district’s decline in enrollment. Additionally, over
the years, many students with means have left district schools for opportunities at private or parochial
schools, leaving the district to serve students with less
choice. 71% of the students attending PPS schools
GORDON 11

qualify for free or reduced price lunch. In 2013, PPS
cites that 55% of students were African-American,
33% were White, and 12% were other races. When
comparing these percentages to the city population
of 25.8% African American, 64.8% White and 9.4%
other, the population represented by the school district is drastically different.
The decrease in market share, coupled with low
student achievement and budget shortfalls from a
shrinking tax base, led to a large deficit, declining
buildings, and overcapacity. To help counter declining enrollment, PPS initiated the Pittsburgh Promise
in 2008. The program promises $10,000 in scholarship money for 100 participating colleges to every
student in Pittsburgh’s public schools who meet GPA
and attendance goals, but the program has not offset
this trend, as enrollment in the district continued to
decline, causing PPS to close seven additional schools
in 2012 (Pittsburgh Public Schools; Schackner, 2011).
Another factor affecting the district’s market share is
the growing charter movement in Pittsburgh. Propel
Schools, the largest charter network in Pennsylvania
opened its first school in 2003. Propel was established to provide choice to families in neighborhoods
without a high quality school. The network, which
serves low income and minority students, operates
nine schools in the greater Pittsburgh area (Propel
Schools).

Right-Sizing Plan
To contend with these challenges, PPS constructed
the 2006 Right-Sizing Plan under Superintendent
Mark Roosevelt that led to the closure of 22 schools
and 18 school buildings after the 2005-2006 school
year. The district worked under the guidance of the
RAND Corporation, a nonprofit research group
that analyzed a number of factors in deciding which
schools to close. The Right-Sizing Plan cut 13,706 unused student seats to only 3,589 excess seats, allowing
the district to run at 88% capacity (PPS Right-Sizing
Plan; The PEW Charitable Trusts).
In addition to the 22 schools slated for closure, eight
of the lowest performing schools were reconstituted
as Accelerated Learning Academies (ALA) through

a WSR (Whole School Reform) model1, 13 schools
expanded from K-5 to K-8, and three schools were
moved to new buildings. There was also an expansion
of the Early Childhood Education program that provided pre-school. ALAs were intended to help turn
around failing city schools and were put in place in
schools with the lowest state test scores. ALAs were
given extra resources and scheduled to have a longer school day and year. Many of the students from
closed schools would be assigned to an ALA. In deciding which of the district schools to close, student
achievement was considered in four ways:
1. High performing schools would remain open unless there was an issue with resources.
2. Students who attended closed schools would
move to a school that was performing as well or
better than the school they left.
3. Schools with the lowest value-added scores would
be closed.
4. Closed middle schools would be replaced by
expanding elementary schools from K-5 to K-8
based on evidence that student achievement in
grades 5-8 was higher at existing K-8 schools
(Engberg et. al, 2006).
The full list of criteria are as follows:
1. Keep high-performing schools open if they can
operate with a fair share of resources
2. Move students to higher-performing school or
school with an enhanced educational program
3. Promote socio-economic, racial, educational
program and facilities equity
4. Look at facilities that have space and conditions
to support the moves
5. Convert excess capacity resources to funds available for enhanced educational programs
6. Preserve the diversity across the district
7. Consider the number of students moving
8. Assess impact and opportunity on attracting and
holding students
9. Reduce future capital investments
10. Consider the impact of transportation

1 Whole School Reform is also referred to as comprehensive
school reform. It is based on the idea that a school should have
a cohesive vision for its education strategy that addresses all aspects of how the school operates.
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The district used a School Performance Index (SPI)
created by RAND. The schools with the lowest scores
were chosen to be closed or to become an ALA. The
SPI measured achievement gains over time. The
district used the SPI and another metric also created by RAND called the Average Student Achievement (ASA) that “provides a richer snapshot of
student proficiency” from the Terra Nova exam (a
national achievement test) and other test scores (PPS
Right-Sizing Plan).
According to a study on the effects of the closures on
student achievement, “district leadership believed
that placing students in higher-performing schools
would ultimately lead to improved academic outcomes, even while operational costs were reduced
by closing buildings” (Engberg et al., 2006: 190). The
vision for school reorganization was to move from “a
system of small schools with significant variation in
educational quality, equity and cost effectiveness to a
system of quality schools that promote high student
achievement in the most equitable and cost-effective
manner” (PPS Right-Sizing Plan).
The PEW Charitable Trusts report highlighted Pittsburgh for putting a strong focus on academic achievement when deciding which schools to close. The
closures and layoffs of 279 staff members saved the
district approximately $14.7 million per year. With
closures, there are new expenses including upkeep
of closed buildings and transportation of students to
neighborhoods too far to walk. In 2011, Pittsburgh
was spending approximately $2 million a year maintaining its closed buildings.
In Pittsburgh, the eighteen affected neighborhoods
were spread geographically throughout the city (see
Figure 1). The district went from 86 schools operating in 80 buildings to 65 schools operating in 63
buildings. The closures and redistricting meant that
most students would attend racially diverse schools
serving 25-75% African American students. The plan
was intending to save the district $10.3 million in
net operating expenses, which accounts for the $4.4
million annual cost to support the creation of the
ALAs. Since the Right-Sizing Plan was put in place,
Pittsburgh Public Schools’ enrollment continued to
decline. In 2011, only 70% of total seats were filled,
leading to additional closures.

Figure 1:2006 Pittsburgh Public School Closures

In some neighborhoods, while the school closed, the
Right-Sizing Plan allowed for the building to remain
open and absorb another PPS program that was moving. Some schools had temporary relocations. In other neighborhoods, the school and building remained
closed, a physical reminder of a shuttered community resource. To understand the effects of the closures,
this study concentrates on three neighborhoods in
Pittsburgh for an in depth look at how the vacant
school buildings are affecting these communities.
While this study focuses on neighborhood level effects, it is important to understand how student performance was affected, as this was a major goal of the
plan. Pittsburgh public schools released longitudinal
performance by school type comparing reading and
math proficiency in 2004-2005 and 2005-2006, and a
year after the closures in the 2006-2007 school year.
They compared the percent of proficient and advanced students in grades 2, 5, 8, 11 math by race.
In the 2004-2005 schools year there was a 31.2% gap
between White and African American students, a
30.2% gap in 2005-2006 and a 32.8% gap in 20062007. Between 2005-2006 and 2006-2007, as proficiency of White students rose from 71.6% to 73.7%,
African American student proficiency dropped from
41.4% to 40.9% (PPS).

GORDON 13

The closures also had impacts on
student retention. A study from
2009 looked at the effects of the
2006 Right-Sizing Plan on student
retention after the closures were announced to the public. It concluded
that not only did closed schools affect a higher proportion of African
American students, but more African American students who attended closed schools stayed in their attendance boundary area (Jha, 2009).
The author made an assumption
that more educated families would
leave the district because they value
education more than low-income
families. A more likely reason is
that these families have less means
to move, and is not reflective of how
low-income families value education. The study suggests the populations attending closed schools are
impacted, and students who are African American
and poorer will be more likely to stay in the district.
Finally, it is also important to note that three of the
Accelerated Learning Academies set up with the specific purpose of targeting academic achievement for
the lowest performing students, were later closed in
2011 by Superintendent Linda Lane. The negative
impacts of this closure decision included increased
transportation times for students and larger class
sizes. According to Lane, “Although an aging and
declining city population was responsible for earlier enrollment losses, losses since 2012 largely have
been the result of charter schools” (Schackner, 2011).
The district noted that while ALA scores are behind
district averages, they showed overall improvement
while serving the most disadvantaged students in
Pittsburgh. Cuts were mostly due to the fact that
these schools were more expensive to operate considering continued decline in population and budgetary
concerns. However, reports of the models success are
mixed as there were reported issues with discipline
and teacher retention (Young, 2011).

Review of Relevant Literature

Closure Effects

To determine the effects of the Pittsburgh Right-Sizing Plan, I looked to scholarly literature on school
closures, the impacts of school quality on neighborhood factors, shrinking cities, and neighborhood
change. As discussed below, many authors have covered topics such as the impacts of schools on housing
prices and school closures on student achievement,
but there has been a limited discussion of how school
closures impact the physical realm of a neighborhood
or its social dynamics. Additionally, I looked to prior
research methods to determine an appropriate methodology for measuring the effects of the closures.

School closures can have a variety of impacts on that
school’s community. Many scholars have considered
the impact on housing prices (Hu & Yinger, 2008)
and student achievement. A study conducted from
Mecklenburg County, North Carolina from 19942001 looked at the differences in housing prices along
school assignment boundaries during a court desegregation order. The goal was to distinguish the impact
of school quality from other factors. Results demonstrated a significant positive relationship between test
performance and housing values on the higher performing side of the boundary. The study concluded
that housing prices were positively correlated with
proximity to a good school (Kane & Riegg, 2006).

Painful Closings
Closing a school is a highly visible endeavor, the costs
of which is typically direct and immediate whereas
the benefit is indirect and long-term (Behn, 1978). In
the 1970s and 80s, school closures often occurred in
neighborhoods with the least political power, highest rates of poverty, and largest student population
of people of color. During this time, New York City
made decisions to close public schools based on a declining population and a lack of fiscal resources, and
the schools that were closed were attended primary
by poor students of color. When making decisions
about which schools to close, Dean (1981) recommends that districts engage with parents, create a
precise set of criteria for closures, make this information public, and “try to insure the burden of closing is equally carried by all socioeconomic and racial
groups” (Dean, 1981, 140).
Scholars have recognized school closures carry
weight and their effects should be carefully mitigated.
In a case from 1974 in Seattle, where planned school
closures were heavily challenged and debated, community groups accused the district of failing to recognize the impact school closures would have on the
neighborhoods, including on patterns of integration
and land-use policies (Weatherley, Narver and Elmore, 2013, 17). The research concluded that having
policy and management guidelines for closure decisions is imperative.

Another study looked at how closed schools affected student performance by analyzing outcomes for
students moving from low-value added schools to
high-value added schools.2 Engberg et al. (2012) analyzed an urban district in the northeast that closed
22 schools due to shrinking enrollment. The district
considered many factors in deciding which schools
to close, but closing underperforming schools and
moving students to equivalent or higher performing
schools was its priority. Using an instrumental variables approach, with information about the students’
residence and school assignment areas, they determined a transitional effect for students from closed
schools in the first year, which becomes statistically
insignificant in the second and third year. Students
moving to higher performing schools saw smaller
declines in achievement, and those that moved to
even higher performing schools had no negative impact. They also found that there is no evidence that
the students who are already attending that school
were affected. The authors contend that if a district
must close schools due to overcapacity, then moving students from low to high performing schools
“can minimize adverse effects,” but state the analysis does not support school closures as the strategy
for improving student achievement. Since the article
only focuses on the effects on students, other factors
should be considered when recommending moving
students from low to high performing schools when
school districts close schools.
2 Value added measures the impact that teachers have on a student each year. High value-added schools have teachers who
have high impact.
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Another study looked at the effects of closures on a
group of Latino and African American students who
were attending a high school in a large urban district
that closed. Using quantitative and qualitative methods, researchers found that closure led to a decline in
academic performance and added stress to students’
lives (Kirshner et al., 2010).
There is a lack of literature on the effects of schools
closures on neighborhood dynamics. The findings
from Jha (2009) illuminate that closures result in
neighborhood change. There are numerous theories
on neighborhood change including the ecological
perspective, subcultural models and the political
economy perspective. Various authors argue that
institutional actors like real estate agents and insurance companies make decisions based on self-interest and “a neighborhood’s stability, then, is a function
of actors outside of the neighborhood, rather than
the actions of its residents” (Palm 1985; Squires and
Velez 1987; Tempkin and Rohe 1996: 163). Tempkin
and Rohe’s (1996) synthetic model of neighborhood
change argues that a neighborhood can follow a trajectory of stability, decline or upgrading and its trajectory “results from its ability to position itself favorably with external sources of financial, political, and
social resources and that this ability is largely dependent on the physical, social, and locational characteristics of the community” (Tempkin and Rohe: 1996,
159). Changes to an area will depend on the locational, physical, and social characteristics of the neighborhood. Their model recognizes the importance of
social fabric in resisting change. Areas with less political power and social cohesion were less successful in
resisting changes to their neighborhood. This model
provides insight into how the fabric of a neighborhood affects how outside forces like closure decisions
can impact the community.

Methodology Review
While shifts in population and changing demographic patterns are among the reasons behind closure decisions, besides the study on school migration patterns, it is unclear the impact that the school closure
event has on the neighborhood. To understand the
impact school closures have on physical and social
aspects of a neighborhood, I looked to literature
about shrinking cities to determine how best to capGORDON 15

ture any changes that may be occurring. A metric for
shrinkage can be useful for understanding change in
the physical environment. When a city loses a large
amount of its population, it is said to be a shrinking
city. According to Hollander (2010), before planning
for shrinking cities, it is important to understand
how places physically change when they lose population. As there is not a widely accepted metric for
measuring physical decline, he suggests using occupied housing density changes. In his study, Hollander
calculated changing housing-unit density for three
neighborhoods in Flint, Michigan using the U.S.
Census counts of occupied housing units for Census
Tracts, which includes information about whether the house is for sale, seasonal (such as a vacation
home or college dormitory), or other (which can indicate abandonment). Since a decrease in occupied
housing units can also specify conversion of single
family to multifamily, he also included the number
of multifamily household structures and the number
of businesses to supplement and help with meaning.
Finally, Hollander argued that using the occupied
housing unit density measure “reflects all the social,
physical, environmental, and economic forces at
work in a neighborhood that are generating a lower
occupied-housing-unit density over time” (Hollander, 2010: 136). Looking at a change in commercial
or industrial spaces can provide context for how the
business landscape is also changing.
When people leave a shrinking city, many housing
structures remain. Since the more economically advantaged population is able to move, this leaves the
poorest residents behind. The area can suffer from increased crime when population dwindles. According
to Hollander (2010: 138), “occupied-housing-unit
density offers a clear picture of how a neighborhood’s
physical form is changing and provides essential data
to generate community development and planning
strategies that respond directly to those changes.”
For example in the Grand Traverse neighborhood
Hollander studied, upkeep of vacant land and abandoned structures made the neighborhood feel safer.
This may be true of neighborhoods that are able to
take care of their abandoned school buildings so they
do not become magnets for crime. In addition to analyzing data, Hollander also conducted observations
and interviews of three neighborhoods to better understand how shrinkage has affected them differently.

Since school facilities are typically large structures and
important symbols in a community, it is necessary to
consider the effects of vacancy on the neighborhood.
Vacant buildings have an effect on community life,
crime prevention, and commercial vitality. Vacancies
negatively affect the appearance and economic value
of the area (Accordino and Johnson, 2000: 301). Accordino and Johnson looked at properties that sat vacant for two years or more and attributed these vacancies to federal policies and the normal functioning of
the housing market, which can leave a lower demand
for homes in the inner city. Decreased demand leads
to low revenue to landlords, deferred maintenance,
mortgage default, loss of ownership and abandonment. Accordino and Johnson contend, “property
abandonment has generally not been addressed as a
problem; it has been viewed as a symptom, and not a
cause, of urban disinvestment” (Accordino and Johnson, 2000: 302). However, they also argue that cities
are realizing that abandoned properties contribute to
neighborhood decline, and must be addressed. These
properties also attract crime and other ills. Therefore,
the problem of vacancy must be addressed before
economic development projects will have a chance
to succeed. Based on their findings from surveys of
chief administrative officers from several US cities,
the problem of vacancy was perceived to be the most
problematic in the Northeast, South and Midwest.
Cities that are gaining population slowly or declining
report it as the biggest problem. The survey brought
to light different factors affecting community life,
including housing and neighborhood vitality, crime
prevention efforts, commercial district vitality and
overall quality of life.
As Hollander recognized in his study of Flint, neighborhood observation is necessary in determining
how different neighborhoods deal with population
loss. Allan Jacobs promotes observation as “an important diagnostic tool” for professional planners
(Jacobs, 1985: 6). Jacobs contends that much can be
learned from looking at places in a city, and he promotes observation as a research method for planners,
as “the more conscious we are of the relationships between what is observed and what actions are taken,
the more likely we are to have better, more humane,
more livable cities” (Jacobs, 1985: 9). Observation
helps to document change earlier than statistical data
is available, and is the quickest way to notice that a
GORDON 16

neighborhood is changing. However, visual ailments
observed in a city cannot be directly translated into
social and economic problems that need to be solved.
This can be avoided through careful observation
that involves questioning. Observers need to keep in
mind that they bring certain preconceived notions
and biases with them when making observations, so
it is difficult to observe objectively. Jacobs contends
a checklist can hinder the process, but he provides
examples of different things to look at including sidewalks, curbs, street trees, maintenance, and location
within an urban area.

III. Methodology
In order to understand how school closures affected
Pittsburgh neighborhoods, I chose three neighborhood case studies to examine how the closures in these
neighborhoods impacted the physical realm and social dynamics of the areas. I selected neighborhoods
that had long-term school vacancies in common, but
were different in their demographic makeup. Additionally, the three neighborhoods were affected by
two closings. In Knoxville and Mount Washington,
each school building housed two schools under one
roof, and the Right-Sizing Plan therefore affected the
continuum of education in these neighborhoods.
Additionally, both Knoxville and Mount Washington
neighborhoods sit on Mount Washington, but their
topography and distance to downtown Pittsburgh
make for an interesting comparison. The third neighborhood I chose was Hazelwood, like Mount Washington, Hazelwood was tied to the steel industry.
While its Burgwin building only housed one school,
Hazelwood was previously affected by the closure of
the Gladstone school in 2001, leaving the neighborhood without a district school.
I used a variety of methodologies to answer my research questions. I reviewed secondary sources such
as newspaper articles and reports to uncover salient
neighborhood history and determine what has happened to each closed school building since it was
shuttered in 2006. In addition, I made preliminary
neighborhood observations with Google Earth to
understand neighborhood scale and differences between areas. Finally, I reviewed relevant scholarly
literature which was essential for understanding the
existing research on the topic.

Neighborhood observations from site visits and interviews with community leaders informed my understanding of what has happened on the ground in
each neighborhood before and after the schools were
closed. As Jacobs contends, site visits and observations are an important tool for planners. To document
my observations, I took field notes and photographs,
which are referred to throughout the analysis.
I conducted field observations during two visits to
Pittsburgh. First in December 2013, and again in
February 2014. Before visiting, I used Google Earth
street maps to view many of the school sites to better
understand the scale and the buildings’ surroundings.
During the visits to Pittsburgh, I went to many closed
schools throughout the city including East Hills,
Perry North, Perry South, Marshall-Shadeland, and
Bon Air. As part of the school site observations in the
focus neighborhoods, I walked the school property
and surrounding blocks, and noted characteristics of
the physical environment. When observing school
buildings, I paid attention to upkeep, signage, and
signs of disrepair. When observing the surrounding
blocks, I noted appearance of homes (size, type, upkeep), whether there were vacant lots, and presence
of people. Additionally, I took photographs to use as
visual aids in the following discussion of school and
neighborhood conditions.
While site observations are essential for getting a
sense of the neighborhood’s current state, to understand the more nuanced impact of the vacancy, I interviewed community leaders in each neighborhood
for insight into the physical and social changes that
may have occurred since 2006. I selected interviewees based on observations of organizations during
site visits, general research, and through personal
contacts in Pittsburgh who were able to connect me
with community organizations.
Interview participants:
Hazelwood:
Pastor Tim Smith
Executive Director
Center of Life
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Leah Hardaway
Executive Director
Hazelwood YMCA
Jim Richter
Executive Director
Hazelwood Initiative
Mount Washington:
James Eash
Director of Economic Development
Mount Washington Community Development
Corporation
Knoxville:
Rick Hopkinson
Board Member
Hilltop Economic Development Corporation
Interview questions:
Since closures were announced, have you noticed
any physical or social changes in residential or
commercial properties near the school?
What do you attribute these changes to?
How did people react to the school closure?
(If the school building was repurposed) How do
you think the new use affects the community?
(If school building is vacant) How do you think
the vacant school building affects the community?
Is there anything else you would like to share about
the closure of the school building in the neighborhood?
In addition to site visits, photographic documentation and interviews, I gathered data from the Decennial Census, the American Community Survey
(ACS), the Pittsburgh Bureau of Building Inspection,
the Pittsburgh Bureau of Police, and the Community Technical Assistance Center 2008-2009 Survey via
the Department of City Planning’s PGHSNAP database. To represent demographic data before and after
the closures, I used the 2000 Decennial Census and

the 2008-2012 five-year American Community Survey estimate.3 Finally, I used ArcGIS to visually represent the locations of 2012 and 2014 vacant parcels
and foreclosures in each neighborhood from data
provided by the City of Pittsburgh.

Limitations
While I used a variety of methodologies to provide
a holistic approach to understanding the effects of
the school closures on neighborhoods, there are a
number of limitations to consider. For site observations, I sought to be as objective as possible but must
consider that my personal bias affects how I view the
physical environment. As research time was limited, observations only cover the present state of the
neighborhood. For interviews, I selected participants
based on their positions in community organizations,
and while they have strong knowledge of the neighborhoods they work in, they represent one point of
view. The five-year American Community Survey is
also limited as it represents a sample, not the accurate count of the population. Estimates are made at
the 90 percent confidence level, meaning that there
is 90 percent confidence that the interval within the
margin of error from the estimate includes the true
3 As I was conducting observations in 2013 and 2014, I felt the
2008-2012 estimate would align most closely with my field work.
Data labeled 2012 refers to the 2008-2012 ACS 5-year estimate.
Figure 2: Building Use as of Janurary 2014

value (American Community Survey). Finally, this
study focuses on three neighborhoods instead of every neighborhood affected by the closures. A future
study that considered each neighborhood could give
broader insight to the effects of the 2006 closures
on Pittsburgh communities. Future research could
also include interviews of residents and city officials.
Additionally, a GIS spatial cluster analysis could be
performed to determine if vacancies cluster around
closed school sites.

IV. Research Findings
This section details the findings from the research
methods outlined above, with city-wide data and impacts of the closures outlined first, followed by the
neighborhood case studies and impacts.
As shown previously in Figure 1, the neighborhoods
affected by closures, highlighted in pink, were spread
throughout the city. As shown, there were many
neighborhoods affected by closures. Figure 2 isolates
the schools closed in 2006 and illustrates building
use as of January 2014. The nine blue dots indicate
buildings that have been reused, the nine orange dots
indicates buildings that are vacant, one green dot
indicates a current development and the one brown
shows a building that was demolished. More detailed
information on the state of the school buildings are
provided in Appendix 1.
As shown in the table, many buildings
that were reused were done so by PPS as
school facilities. With many vacancies
still on their hands, PPS hired Fourth
River Development Company (FRD)
in 2012 to create an Asset Management
Plan to evaluate the district’s excess
properties, reduce holding costs, increase value, and employ creative marketing strategies to sell these unique
buildings. Some of the properties FRD
is responsible for are schools shuttered
before and after 2006. FRD’s assessment
of the Burgwin and Knoxville schools
are included in the case study section.
Another organization responsible
for dealing with vacant buildings in
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Pittsburgh is the Urban Redevelopment Authority
(URA). The URA is Pittsburgh’s economic development agency that works to expand the City’s tax base
and improve business and neighborhood vitality. To
accomplish these goals, the URA acquires and prepares sites for major developments as well as works to
assemble properties for City projects in conjunction
with the City of Pittsburgh (URA).

school properties, the URA acted as the secondary
agency to which interested parties could make proposals to purchase vacant school properties. Based
on the feasibility of the proposal, the URA would
then make a recommendation to the Board of Education. The URA also purchased the closed Morningside School, which was marketed by Fourth River, to
add to their repertoire.

Before Fourth River was hired to manage the closed

A series of maps (Figures 3-8) visually represent how

Figure 3: African American Population by Census Tract
(2000)

Figure 4: African American Population by Census Tract
(2008-2012)
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Data Sources: Pittsburgh Department of City Planning,
US Census 2000, ACS 2008-2012 5-Year Estimate

Figure 5: Population Under 17 Years-Old by Census
Tract (2000)
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Figure 6: Population Under 17 Years-Old by Census
Tract (2008-2012)
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Data Sources: Pittsburgh Department of City Planning,
US Census 2000, ACS 2008-2012 5-Year Estimate
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Figure 7: Vacancy Rate by Census Tract (2000)

Figure 8: Vacancy Rate by Census Tract (2008-2012)
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US Census 2000, ACS 2008-2012 5-Year Estimate

Figure 9: “Other” Vacant Status by Census Tract (2000)
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Figure 10: “Other” Vacant Status by Census Tract
(2008-2012)
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race, population of children and vacancy in Pittsburgh changed from 2000 to 2012, before and after
the school closures. Figure 3 shows the percent of
the population that is African American with the
darkest purple areas showing the highest percentage of African American residents by Census Tract.
The light purple shows Census Tracts with a majority White population.4 Figure 4 shows the percent of
4 As the main races in Pittsburgh are Black and White, areas
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the population that is African American from 2012.
The locations of the school closures are overlaid on
this map, with closed schools shown in red. The majority of the Census Tracts where schools remained
opened in 2006 are areas that are currently majority
non-African American. Census Tracts that are majority African American (over 50%), experienced
with a small African American population are likely to be majority White.

11 schools closing and 15 schools remaining open,
meaning that 42% of schools in predominately Black
neighborhoods were closed. Areas that are a majority
White had 10 schools that closed and 28 schools that
remained open, meaning that only 20.8% of schools
in predominately White neighborhoods were closed.
In some majority African American areas like East
Hills and Lincoln-Lemington-Belmar, the buildings
were quickly repurposed into other educational uses,
but in places like Knoxville and Hazelwood, school
buildings remained vacant.
Figures 5 and 6 show the percent of the population
less than 17 years-old from 2000 and 2012 respectively. In 2000, there were 67,600 children in Pittsburgh.
By 2012, many areas had lost population overall, and
the number of children also decreased to 51,132.
However, the population of children in some of the
Census Tracts where schools closed in 2006, was between 20-40%, higher than the 16.7% of the population in the city that are children. Areas like Knoxville,
for example, have a large population of children and
currently no neighborhood school. Declining enrollment and a decrease in the number of children in the
city were cited as reasons for closing schools in 2006,
but areas that still have vacant school facilities also
have a high percentage of children.
Figures 7, 8, 9 and 10 show vacancy rates and “other”
vacant status for Pittsburgh Census Tracts. In 2000,
some areas had as high as a 25% vacancy rate, with
many of the areas with the highest vacancy rate also
having the highest percentage of other vacant buildings, or abandoned structures. In 2012, many areas
of the city where schools closed and remained vacant
show higher vacancy rates like in Hazelwood, Knoxville and Bon Air, while in other areas, the vacancy
rate decreased like in Sheraden and Mount Washington. The number of other vacant structures as a
percentage of the vacancy rate has increased between
2000 and 2012. Areas with closed schools have over
12% of other vacant buildings, yet many areas have
experienced an increase from 2000.
Viewing city-wide demographic and vacancy data
provides an overview for understanding the changes
that occurred in Pittsburgh. While some trends are
evident, a local focus will help to uncover the particularities of how the state of a school building affects a
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neighborhood, specifically in Hazelwood, Knoxville
and Mount Washington.

V. Case Studies
Hazelwood
The Hazelwood neighborhood located in eastern
Pittsburgh, is bordered by the Monongahela River
to the south and west, the Greenfield neighborhood
to the north and Glen Hazel neighborhood to the
southeast. Hazelwood is home to the former Burgwin
Elementary School that has been vacant since 2006.
The loss of this community resource is perceived unfavorably and is symbolized by the large vacant structure on Glenwood Avenue.
Before the advent of the steel industry, Hazelwood
was a suburban escape from the city for the rich. The
area grew with the arrival of the railroad in 1861.
However, “its river frontage across from the South
Side iron works made it the ideal site for coke ovens.
The rich left, many for Shadyside” (Fifield, 1996: 147).
The Jones & Laughlin Pittsburgh Works (LTV) was
the model for the assembly line process of steelmaking that ran for 130 years from 1853 to 1983, with the
B.F. Jones’s American Iron Works rolling mills opening in 1853 on the South Side, the James Laughlin’s
Eliza blast furnaces in South Oakland opening in
1859 and the coke works opening in Hazelwood in
1884. The Hazelwood steel town became part of the
city of Pittsburgh in 1869 (Toker, 1986: 386). “Coke
plants like this one owe their historical importance
to a technological innovation that over a century ago
helped Pittsburgh achieve its industrial primacy”
(Fiefiled, 1996: 145). When LTV shut down in 2001,
it marked a major loss for the city and the Hazelwood
community. Like many neighborhoods in Pittsburgh,
Hazelwood was strongly affected by the industry’s
collapse. The LTV site along the Hazelwood waterfront serves as a reminder of the steel industry’s past.
This 178 acre brownfield site has potential for redevelopment and recent interest in the land has spurred
a $1 billion redevelopment plan, which will include
housing, office, research and development space, and
jobs (Belko, 2013). Mixed-use industrial land comprises 34.8% of land use in Hazelwood. 28.3% is residential, 1.4% is mixed-use/commercial, and 35.6% is
open space and hillsides (City of Pittsburgh).

Table 2: Hazelwood Demographics and Housing Characteristics (1990-2012)
Hazelwood
1990
Count

2000
Percent

Count

2008-2012

Percent

Count

Percent

%Change % Change
1990 -2000 2000-2012

Count

Population
Total Population
Children 17 & under

5,398
1,155

6,596
1,608

24.38%

5,255
1,218

23.2%

22.19%
39.22%

-20.33%
-24.25%

3

21.40%

Race
White
Black
Asian
Other

3,409
1,927
26
36

63.15%
35.70%
0.48%
0.67%

3,990
2,419
34
153

60.49%
36.67%
0.52%
2.32%

2,573
2,389
64
229

48.96%
45.46%
1.22%
4.36%

17.04%
25.53%
30.77%
325.00%

-35.51%
-1.24%
88.24%
49.67%

2

Hispanic Origin
Hispanic
Non-Hispanic

69
5,329

1.28%
98.72%

75
6,521

1.14%
98.86%

115
5,140

2.19%
97.81%

8.70%
22.37%

92.46%
-1.06%

1,370
1,396
703
387

35.53%
36.20%
18.23%
10.04%

1,402
1,784
829
491

31.11%
39.59%
18.40%
10.90%

882
1,190
1,149
493

23.75%
32.04%
30.94%
13.27%

2.34%
27.79%
17.92%
26.87%

-37.09%
-33.30%
38.60%
0.41%

-7.08%

0.72%

36.33%
29.31%
39.47%
16.93%
94.92%
-27.89%
1375.00%
218.10%

-12.76%
-18.61%
-33.74%
3.37%
19.64%
-78.30%
-20.34%
57.78%

11.10%

12.67%

Educational Attainment (25 &
older)
Less than high school
High school graduate
Some college
Bachelor's or higher degree
Income
Median Household Income
(2010 inflation)

$

Housing
Housing Units
Occupied Housing Units
Owner occupied units
Renter occupied units
Vacant Housing Units
For Rent
For Sale
Other Vacant
Average housing stock age
Median value Owneroccupied units (2010 inflation) $

27,486

2,392
2,136
1,173
963
256
147
4
105
1951

50,302

$

25,540

3,261
2,762
1,636
1,126
499
106
59
334
1939

89.30%
54.92%
45.08%
10.70%
57.42%
1.56%
41.02%

$

55,886

$

25,724

2,845
2,248
1,084
1,164
597
23
47
527
1939

84.70%
59.23%
40.77%
15.30%
21.24%
11.82%
66.93%

$

62,968

79.02%
48.22%
51.78%
20.98%
3.85%
7.87%
88.27%

3

$

1
1

*Coun

Like the city itself, the industrial past has shaped the
existing conditions in Hazelwood. Hazelwood was
once home to steelworkers employed in the LTV
plant, and remains a low-income working class community.5 According to the 2000 Decennial Census
5 Between 2000 and 2010, there were changes to the Census
Tract barriers that affected the Hazelwood area. In 2000, Hazelwood was comprised of two Census Tracts distinct from Glen
Hazel, a public housing community to the east. However, when
the boundaries changed in 2010, Glen Hazel and Hazelwood
were combined along with the Hays neighborhood across the
GORDON 22

(as shown in Table 2), the population of Hazelwood
was 6,596 with approximately 24% of the population
comprised of children. 60% of the population was
White and about 37% was African American. 29%
of the population had some college or a higher degree and the median household income was $25,540,
Monongahela River. The majority of Hays is green space with a
small amount of residential property along one main road. For
consistency, data from 2000 and 2012 includes Hays, and Glen
Hazel.

compared with $39,000 for Pittsburgh. Hazelwood
had 3,261 housing units, and a vacancy rate of 15.3%
compared with the city’s 12% vacancy rate. Of the
vacant properties, 67% were considered other vacant
in 2000. In 2012, Hazelwood’s population decreased
20.3% to 5,255 people, 23% of whom were under the
age of 17, a 24% change from 2000. Still 1,218 children resided in Hazelwood. Between 2000 and 2012,
the White population decreased by 35.5% to 2,573 or
approximately 49% of the population, and the African American population increased to 45.5%. In fact,
the racial dynamics have been shifting since 1990
when 63% of the population was White and 34% was
Black. The number of residents with some college or
college degrees increased to approximately 43% of
the population, yet the median household income
increased only to $25,724. The number of housing
units decreased by 12.8% to 2,845 housing units, with
a vacancy rate of about 21% higher than in! 2000 or

1990, and other vacant units comprising 88% of the
vacancies in the area. The median household value
increased from approximately $56,000 in 2000 to
$62,000 in 2012.

Hazelwood

Figure 11: Vacancies around the former Burgwin School in Hazelwood

!

Jo
h
!

ns

ton

!

!

Av
e

!

!

n
Ma

n
sio

St

Burgwin Park

Gle
nw
oo

!

ve
dA
!

n
co
Se
ve
dA

E

0

100 Feet

GORDON 23

Sources: Pittsburgh
Department of City Planning

Burgwin School

Building Footprints

Gladstone School

Neighborhood Boundary

!

Foreclosures 2012

Vacant Parcels 2012

Foreclosures 2014

Vacant Parcels 2014

Figure 12: Vacancies around the former Gladstone School in Hazelwood
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As shown in Appendix 2, the CTAC Survey considered the majority of the neighborhood to have average to poor building conditions on par with the city
of Pittsburgh. Figure 11 & 12 show the vacant parcels in the neighborhood in 2012 and 2014, as well
as the location of foreclosures. Many vacant parcels
appear to be clustered southwest of Burgwin along
Hazelwood’s commercial district on Second Avenue.
There are two vacant parcels on Mansion Street, just
north of the school, and a number of vacancies on
lots south of Burgwin. Additionally, there are many
vacant parcels adjacent to the Gladstone school that
was shuttered in 2001, as shown in Figure 12.
Burgwin Elementary School was built in 1937 and
according to Fourth River Development, sits on a
2.67 acre property set in the center of the residenGORDON 24
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tial community. As shown in Figure 10, the school
property fronts on Glenwood Avenue and is bordered by Mansion Street, Burgwin City Park, and
Jason Way. Burgwin school is currently for sale for
$475,000. The school carries $244,600 of debt and has
an annual operating cost of $27,200. Additionally the
building need a hazardous materials remediation of
approximately $130,000. Fourth River, as part of its
assessment, considered the surrounding area to be a
“moderate to good residential neighborhood,” citing
its access to downtown convenient. Its recommendations for the property are as follows:
The building is in very good condition, but
there is limited parking available which will
hinder development opportunities. Need to explore potential land swap with the city or cooperative sales effort if ball field and playground

are determined to be surplus. Several potential
buyers have expressed interest in this site and
so we have requested authorization to sell under separate cover in order to take advantage
of the expressed interest. Potential uses include
low income and/or market rate housing, and
special needs housing and support (Fourth River Developement).

new sign form Fourth River prominently displayed
the building’s asking price (see Photo 2).

Based on my initial site visit, the building and
grounds of Burgwin appeared to be in good condition and well maintained, despite some cracks in
the brick façade. The grass in front of the school was
mowed and there were no signs of broken windows.
I noticed a few spots where graffiti had been covered
by paint (see Photo 1), but on my second visit in February, the painted spots had been tagged over, and a

Behind the building is a basketball court on school
property. Further east on Mansion Street, City Park
has a baseball dugout behind the basketball courts.
Past the field is Burgwin Pool enclosed by a fence,
the drained pool contained some large rocks and
weeds. Some of the houses on Mansion Street were
adorned with various Christmas decorations. One
home was missing bricks from its façade. Many of the
houses that surrounded Burgwin were single-family detached housing, but I did notice a few duplexes
interspersed. Photos 3 and 4 show typical structures
in Hazelwood, many of which are perched on hills
with long staircases leading to the entrance. While
many houses appeared to be maintained, a number

Photo 1: Grafitti on the facade of Burgwin covered by
paint

Photo 3: Standard homes in Hazelwood perched high off
the ground

Photo 2: Fourth River Development for sale sign on the
facade of Burgwin adjacent to grafitti

Photo 4: Many Hazelwood homes are two to three stories
tall with a front porch.
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of structures had signs of abandonment similar to the
house shown in Photo 5. Here the home’s boarded up
door, broken glass and tilted mailbox likely indicate
abandonment.
On Johnston Avenue, the sidewalks on the northern
half of the street remained unshoveled, despite snowfall from the previous day. I noticed a house with a
building permit issued, potentially for renovation.
The cars parked along Johnston were of various price
points. A woman was out walking her dog and two
others were standing on their lawn. On Glenwood
Avenue heading south, I encountered a collapsed
shed in front of a house and another home with many
toys on its porch, indicating young children living
there. On Glenwood and Almeda Street, the church’s

facade had cracked paint on the windowpanes and
a satellite dish on the roof. Houses adjacent to the
school on Glenwood Avenue to the south appeared
maintained, and had satellite dishes on the roofs. Two
men in their 20s walked past and I noticed an elderly woman standing on a porch. Three young people
carrying groceries cut through the school property
and two young African American boys were on the
school basketball courts shooting hoops. Observations of the school and the neighborhood, as well as
the vacancy data helped illustrate the current state of
Hazelwood, seven years after Burgwin was shuttered.
The loss of Burgwin was not the neighborhood’s first
school closure. In 2001, Pittsburgh Public Schools
shuttered the Gladstone middle school, located
on Hazelwood Avenue (see Photos 6 and 7). Glad-

Photo 5: This home in Hazelwood has broken windows
and a boarded up front door.

Photo 7: Gladstone Middle School has been vacant since
2001.

Photo 6: Fourth River Development for sale sign outside
former Gladstone Middle School in Hazelwood

Photo 8: Propel Charter School office space in Hazelwood

GORDON 26

stone was built in 1914 and is currently designated
a Historic Pittsburgh Landmark. The 142,500 square
foot building sits on a 6.621 acre property, carries
$43,000 in debt and has an annual operating cost of
$80,200, with an estimated $333,000 necessary for
hazardous materials remediation. According to Pastor Tim Smith at the Center of Life, Gladstone was
an important asset to the community as the building
was used for many after school purposes including
adult learning classes, sports activities and tutoring
programs. The building was a place with high community engagement. Pastor Smith contends that the
asset to the community was not taken into consideration when this building was closed, as the building
was used more during off school hours. He described
Gladstone as a community hub. Many partner organizations that were using the space went to other
communities after the building was closed, which the
Pastor described as devastating.
Jim Richter, Executive Director of Hazelwood Initiative, Inc., a community development group, said
the empty Gladstone makes it difficult to recruit
businesses and homeowners into the neighborhood.
“Nothing says a depressed community more than vacant properties, particularly large institutional ones,”
he said (Zlatos, 2012). In FRD’s analysis of Gladstone,
they called attention to overall neighborhood deterioration in Hazelwood that has led to many vacant
properties and empty lots over the years, but the
company considers the area stabilized. Since Gladstone has been vacant for over eleven years, Fourth
River recommends offering the site to community
groups first, and if there are no reasonable plans, to
demolish the building, as “development or reuse potential is extremely limited.” After 13 years vacancy,
the possibility for reuse has greatly diminished.
When PPS closed the Burgwin school, there were a
number of impacts on the community. Pastor Smith
recalled the reaction to the closure decision as a community uprising, sparking anger among residents.
People came out in huge numbers, even members
of neighboring communities. According to Pastor
Smith, enrollment did not seem to be part of this
decision, as many students were attending Burgwin,
more than were at Gladstone. However he noted the
after-school programs were not as robust at Burgwin.
He felt that the closing Burgwin allowed for other
GORDON 27

schools to remain open. After the closure, students
were reassigned and many families moved their students into charter networks. As a result, students were
sent to a number of different schools.6 Pastor Smith
expressed the burden on families when parents have
to help their children get to different schools. Additionally, a year prior, St. Stephens parochial school
located in Hazelwood closed leaving the community without any neighborhood schools that students
could walk to.
Leah Hardaway, the Executive Director of the Hazelwood YMCA, also spoke to the impact of the closure
on Hazelwood, particularly the effects on community building, youth engagement, and parental involvement in school events. She noted that around
the time Burgwin was shuttered, the city cut public
transportation routes that many people relied upon
to travel outside the community, making it all the
more difficult for parents to take part in their children’s school activities. Before Burgwin was closed,
the YMCA was a convenient after-school gathering
place for many students to participate in programming and homework help because it was walkable
from their school. To reverse their falling participation numbers, the YMCA has taken an outreach approach to combat barriers to participation, and has
invited school leaders and teachers to their facility for
parent teacher conferences to make these important
events more accessible for Hazelwood families. But,
according to Hardaway, with the community’s youth
being bused to different schools, there is “not an opportunity to really embrace what takes place in your
community, get to know the families and individuals, organizations and your churches because you are
always commuting out and coming back in.” As an
individual who interacts with community members
on a daily basis, Leah noted that there is a strong desire to have a community school, which is why Hazelwood has been entertaining opening a charter school
in the area.
According to Leah:
Among the adult population and families with
children, it’s left them quite isolated. When it’s
hard to get around or you have to concentrate
on the schools that are assigned to you…you’re

6 Enrolled students were assigned to Minadeo K-5, Sterrett 6-8,
and Mifflin K-8.

focusing on what becomes your daily routine…
you are less likely to interact the further and
further the schools are. School administrators
and teachers are less likely to have the interactions…[they] must go above and beyond to understand the communities in which their kids
come from.
Regarding the impact of the vacant building on the
community, Pastor Smith noted the district has done
minimal upkeep to the building, which has allowed
the physical structure of Burgwin to become an eyesore to the neighborhood. Others noticed some graffiti on the structure, but were not aware of any criminal activity within or around the school property.
When asked about whether the vacant structure had
an effect on housing, Jim Richter felt that it was difficult to gauge, but noted that when one house goes
vacant this affects surrounding property values. He
spoke of slum landlords in Hazelwood that have been
picking up cheap properties for rent to low income
tenants.
While there has been interest in the purchase of
Burgwin, the Board of Education must approve the
use before it will sell the building. In 2013, Propel
received approval from the Charter School Appeal
Board to open a school in Hazelwood. The Hazelwood Initiative tried to purchase Burgwin and rent it
to a Propel Schools but the Board blocked the deal on
two occasions. The first time was in November 2013
that resulted in a 7-2 vote against selling the building.
One Board member who voted against the sale mentioned the schools should not have been closed and
also that she hoped that the district would reopen
Burgwin (Chute, 2013).While the sale of the building would bring in revenue and relieve the district
of property maintenance, the Board was likely hesitant to sell for reuse as a charter school because they
will have to pay for every city student that attends the
school, leading to loss of their share of the market
and budget shrinkage.
Leah Hardaway stated that disallowing the leasing of
Burgwin to a school is, “leaving us…wasted property,
destroyed communities, big buildings that ultimately
face erosion and other problems.” If Burgwin cannot
be a school, the community would like to see a different use; but the longer it remains vacant, the harder
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it is to repurpose.
Jim Richter was involved in putting forth the proposal to purchase Burgwin and sell to a charter organization. Describing the effects of the closure on Hazelwood, he stated:
Our kids get bused out to other neighborhoods
for schools and because we have seen deficits in
our transportation system and a lot of individuals don’t own personal vehicles, now interfacing
with the school at the family level is now limited because they are not getting up to the school
for parent teacher conferences, for basketball
games, arts classes…it has this compounding
effect.
The second vote occurred in February 2014 and
again approval was blocked due to a violation of the
Board’s procedures. However, the Board member
who previously felt the district should reopen Burgwin was interested in selling to the Hazelwood Initiative as she recognized it as an opportunity to sell the
building or lose the sale, as Propel would soon need
to commit to another location in the neighborhood
(Chute, 2014). The vote was then scheduled to occur
at the next meeting in March. On its third attempt,
the Board approved the sale of Burgwin to the Hazelwood Initiative for use as Propel charter school and
community programs. One Board member “came
to realize that Propel was going to open a school in
Hazelwood whether the district sold it Burgwin or
not…that would hinder the district’s ability to open
its own school.” The Board recognized the community support behind this new use, especially that it will
include community programming in addition to the
school (Chute, 2014).
Hazelwood has had to carry the burden of two school
closures at a time when the percent of its youth population is higher than the City’s. While it is difficult to
isolate the physical effects of the closures from other
changes occurring in the neighborhood, the closure
of Burgwin has negatively impacted Hazelwood. A
common thread in conversations with community
leaders was that the Burgwin and Gladstone schools
were a valuable community resource whose function
reached beyond its capacity as a school. The loss of
these spaces affects how people interact in Hazel-

wood, yet there was no assessment by the Board of
Education to determine how closures would impact
the community. In Hazelwood, there is a strong desire to have a neighborhood school, be that a public
or charter school, and Hazelwood has the students to
fill it. Hope lies with recent efforts by the Hazelwood
Initiative, Center for Life and the Hazelwood YMCA
for community services and redevelopment initiatives to combat the negative impacts of the Right-Sizing Plan. These community groups are cued in to issues occurring in Hazelwood and were persistent in
finding a reuse for the vacant building to meet the
needs of the community.

Georgia street to the west, Zara Street to the south
and Grimes Street, to the east (Figure 13). The neighborhood is bordered by Allentown to the north, Mt.
Oliver Borough to the east, Bon Air to the south and
Beltzhoover to the west. The west side of Brownsville
Road, the eastern border of the neighborhood serves
as the area’s commercial strip, however 94% of land
use in the neighborhood is residential.

In the future the Board of Education should work to
leverage the best possible deals from potential property owners. They should use the sale of Burgwin as
a precedent to require that new uses incorporate a
community function in the redevelopment.

Knoxville has seen a transformation in its racial demographics. In 1990, the neighborhood was 76%
White and 23% African American, in 2000, it was
63% White and 33% African American and in 2012,
the White population decreased 44.9% to 35.4%.
Conversely, the Black population increased to 56%,
a 64% increase from 2000. Across the decade there
was an increase in 134 children as well as an increase
in the number of adults with some college or a college degree, however the median household dropped
from about $4,000 below the city’s median to $28,246
or a decline of roughly 18.5%. 67.7% of the housing
was owner-occupied, with 32.3% being renter-occupied. Additionally, median housing prices have been
declining since 1990, with the median value of an
owner-occupied unit being $41,000, a decrease of 9%
since 2000.

Knoxville
The Knoxville neighborhood is situated on Mount
Washington south of the Monongahela River. Knoxville along with Allentown, Arlington, Belzthoover,
Beechview, Brookline, Carrick and Overbrook are
located on the plateau or back slopes of Mt. Washington. Because of their topography, these areas are
considered ‘invisible’ to other parts of the city (Toker,
2009). Here both Knoxville Elementary and Middle
School, housed in a shared building, were shuttered
in 2006.
In the early nineteenth century, the Methodist Reverend Jeremiah Knox created a fruit farm, which was
later transformed into a housing development in the
1870s by his descendants. The industries in Knoxville
included mining, stained glass manufacturing, and
shoe making. The neighborhood grew rapidly after
the Knoxville incline was constructed in 1890. The
current housing stock of brick homes dates to the early twentieth century (Toker, 1994). Pittsburgh wanted the town of Knoxville to become part of its tax
base and Knoxville was annexed in 1872 (Pittsburgh
Department of City Planning). The city offered to
build a school in Knoxville, which opened in 1897
in the northern half of the residential neighborhood.
The school is bounded by Charles Street to the north,
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As shown in Table 3, in 2012, the population in Knoxville was 4,333 a 2.23% decrease from a decade earlier. 31.2% of the population is comprised of children,
much higher than the city’s 16.7%.

The housing situation in Knoxville echoes that of the
city, with a decline in the housing stock, the number of owner occupied units, and an increase in oth-

Knoxville

Table 3: Knoxville Demographic & Housing Trends (1990-2012)
Knoxville
1990

Count

2000

Percent

Count

2008-2012

Percent

Count

Percent

%Change % Change
1990 -2000 2000-2012

Count

Population
Total Population
Children 17 & under

4,971
1,041

20.94%

4,432
1,260

28.43%

4,333
1,394

32.2%

-10.84%
21.04%

-2.23%
10.63%

3
8

Race
White
Black
Asian
Other

3,777
1,139
32
23

75.98%
22.91%
0.64%
0.46%

2,784
1,481
49
118

62.82%
33.42%
1.11%
2.66%

1,534
2,429
200
170

35.40%
56.06%
4.62%
3.92%

-26.29%
30.03%
53.13%
413.04%

-44.90%
64.01%
308.16%
44.07%

2

Hispanic Origin
Hispanic
Non-Hispanic

42
4,929

0.84%
99.16%

41
4,391

0.93%
99.07%

129
4,204

2.98%
97.02%

-2.38%
-10.91%

214.63%
-4.26%

995
1,538
500
264

30.18%
46.65%
15.17%
8.01%

560
1,234
707
226

20.54%
45.25%
25.93%
8.29%

371
1,058
892
231

14.54%
41.46%
34.95%
9.05%

-43.72%
-19.77%
41.40%
-14.39%

-33.75%
-14.26%
26.17%
2.21%

-14.53%

-18.53%

-2.53%
-7.62%
-9.24%
-4.06%
59.33%
53.33%
-29.41%
105.63%

-2.03%
-13.90%
-26.93%
13.42%
81.59%
57.97%
-100.00%
122.60%

-6.42%

-9.16%

Educational Attainment (25 &
older)
Less than high school
High school graduate
Some college
Bachelor's or higher degree
Income
Median Household Income
(2010 inflation)

$

Housing
Housing Units
Occupied Housing Units
Owner occupied units
Renter occupied units
Vacant Housing Units
For Rent
For Sale
Other Vacant
Average housing stock age
Median value Owneroccupied units (2010 inflation) $

40,565

1,973
1,823
1,256
567
150
45
34
71
1,939

48,716

$

34,669

1,923
1,684
1,140
544
239
69
24
146
1939

92.40%
68.90%
31.10%
7.60%
30.00%
22.67%
47.33%

$

45,587

$

28,246

1,884
1,450
833
617
434
109
325
1939

87.57%
67.70%
32.30%
12.43%
28.87%
34.78%
61.09%

$

41,409

76.96%
57.45%
74.07%
23.04%
25.12%
0.00%
74.88%

3

$

1
1

*Count
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er vacant units. In 2000 there were 239 vacant units
(12.43% vacancy rate) with 434 vacant units in 2012
(23% vacancy rate) with 146 other vacant units in
2000 and 325 in 2012. The decrease in housing units

may be due to demolition. In 2008, 16 structures were
condemned and 19 were demolished. As shown in
Figure 11 some blocks have no vacancies, while others like Charles Street across from Knoxville school
!

!

Figure 12: Vacant and foreclosed properties in Knoxville near former Knoxville
Elementary and Middle School
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have as many as four vacant parcels. Many of the corner lots, which are much larger in size, are vacant.
In 2008, the area had 36 foreclosures (see Appendix
2). In comparison to neighboring Beltzhoover, which
experienced the closure of the Beltzhoover School
in 2004, Knoxville has fewer vacant parcels. In Beltzhoover to the west, the only sign that homes once
existed on vacant land are the concrete steps leading
up from the street.
Knoxville elementary and middle school were shuttered in 2006, 111 years after the school was built. The
building’s footprint is 132,700 square feet and sits on
2.652 acres of land, taking up the length of the block.
Knoxville School is an historic Pittsburgh landmark.
The Knoxville school carries $616,770 in debt and
costs $71,700 annually to operate. The building needs

$198,000 in hazardous material remediation. FRD
identifies the residential area around the school as
experiencing serious deterioration with many vacant
properties and empty lots. Regarding the property’s
redevelopment, FRD states, “Development or reuse
potential is limited. Demolition costs will be high
given the large size of the property so alternative uses
should be considered.” They therefore recommend
using the facility as a District warehouse for furniture
and supplies or demolition. In fact, current residents
noted the building is often used as staging for movies.
Observations of Knoxville and the surrounding area,
as well as discussions with Rick Hopkinson Board
Member of the Hilltop Economic Development Corporation, helped shed light on how the closed school
impacted the area. When visiting Knoxville School, I

Photo 9: Facade of former Knoxville Elementary and
Middle School

Photo 11: Broken glass on the Knoxville facade

Photo 10: The rear of Knoxville, covered in snow

Photo 12:Grafitti on the back of the former Knoxville
School.
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Photo 13: Homes in Knoxville are typically larger than in
Hazelwood or Mount Washington.

Photo 14: A contractor worked on renovating a home
nearby former Knoxville School.

noticed the building is surrounded with a fence with
a no trespassing warning sign (see Photos 9 and 10).
There was snow on the sidewalk in front of the school
that had not cleared, and the glass of the window in
the front of the building was broken. An alarm was
ringing inside the building during my first visit in
December, and was still going off in February. On
the back of the school, there were a few more broken windows, but no signs of graffiti. When I visited
again in February, I observed graffiti on the building’s
façade as shown in Photos 11 and 12. Across from
the Middle School Entrance are some single-family
homes and some duplexes. Some homes appeared
newly renovated, but I observed splintered wood,
glass covered in plastic or broken steps or doors on
other homes.
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Across the street from the rear of the school building on Zara Street is a large red brick building with
ornate white columns. Every window in the building
is boarded up with a leasing sign affixed to the brick.
According to a resident, this was once the home to
the community’s YMCA. Next to the building is a
lot, presumably a former parking lot that is fenced off
with weeds growing out of the pavement, and leaves
and garbage spread throughout. Across from the rear
of the school are five ornate three-story homes of
brick with porches and detailing. One house has broken glass in the windows on the 3rd floor and potentially structural issues with the overhang above the
porch. On the other end of the street is a church at
Zara Street and Georgia Avenue (see Photos 13-18).
While demographic information and observations
of vacancies help to illustrate the current state of the
neighborhood, it is important to understand what
impact, if any the vacant school has on Knoxville.
Rick Hopkinson cites disinvestment in the area, due
to the 1980s housing bubble and foreclosure crisis as
the reason for declining enrollment in the Knoxville
schools and subsequent closure of the building. Hopkinson thought that the closures were a result of disinvestment that was already occurring, but the closure
makes it difficult to attract families to the area, a large
challenge for the future of the neighborhood. A resident in the area mentioned her dismay that no one
came out to protest the closure of Knoxville, despite
noticing more children in the neighborhood. Hopkinson also spoke about property transactions in the
area and landlords who were flipping homes at below
average sale prices. The median sale price in Knoxville in 2008 was $14,125 compared with the City’s
median sale price of $75,000.In comparison, the median property value in Knoxville was well above the
sale price at $41,409 in 2012 compared with $106,884
for the City. (see Tables 1 and Appendix 2). While
visiting the neighborhood, I saw several instances of
home revitalization, including contractors and constructions workers making improvements to homes
close to the school building. It is unclear whether
the construction on homes indicates reinvestment or
speculation.
Another interesting change is the increase of youth
in the area, which indicates that there may now be
a greater need for a neighborhood school. With the

school and the YMCA closed, there is no gathering
place for kids in the community. Students attending
Knoxville Elementary and Middle School in 20052006 were reassigned to Arlington K-8 ALA and
Murray K-8 ALA with some elementary school students assigned to Grandview K-5 and some middle
school students to South Hills Middle. Students attending these schools have long travel times to different sections of the city, creating challenges similar
to those faced in Hazelwood. Hopkinson mentioned
the challenges in busing the students that still live in
Knoxville to other areas, especially regarding social
dynamics of mixing students from different neighborhoods.
As discussed in Jha (2009), Black populations were
more likely to stay in place when the district an-

nounced it would be closing schools in 2006. While
shifts in demographics occurred in Knoxville between 1990 and 2000, changes in race and class
were more dramatic in following decade. The 81.6%
change in vacancy rate from 2000 to 2012 compared
with the city’s 21% change, with many vacancies occurring near the school building also represent dramatic changes. While causal relationships would
still need to be determined, the large shift in demographics and vacancy in Knoxville are likely related
to factors of the foreclosure crisis, as well as social
effects of the school closing. Like in Hazelwood, the
percentage of children in the Knoxville community
was higher than the City’s, comprising 28% of the
population in comparison to 20%. With the increase
of children to the area since 2000, and the issues associated with busing students away from Knoxville, the

Photo 15: Free standing home across from Knoxville
School’s entrance

Photo 17: Many corner lots, which are larger than the
standard lots, are vacant

Photo 16: Homes and vacant lots in Knoxville behind the
school

Photo 18: A home in Knoxville
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closing of this neighborhood school has likely accelerated change in the neighborhood. Moving forward,
the Board of Education, Fourth River Development
Corporation and the Mount Washington Economic
Development Corporation in partnership with the
community should consider how this school property can be utilized in a way that is positive for the
neighborhood, perhaps in conjunction with overall
neighborhood revitalization policies. If participation
is lacking in Knoxville, the city and these organizations should change their outreach approach with
homeowners, residents and youth.

Mount
Washington

Mount Washington
Mount Washington neighborhood is located south
of the Monongahela River high on the hillside from
which its name derives. Pittsburgh annexed Mount
Washington in the 1870s. To the northeast, Mount
Washington overlooks downtown Pittsburgh’s central business district and to the southwest, a view of
Greenview mountain, home of Beechview and Brookline neighborhoods. Southeast of Mount Washington neighborhood is Beltzhoover, and to the west is
Duquesne Heights. Directly to the east is Allentown.
The former Prospect elementary and middle school
is situated in the center of this residential area, and
was shuttered in 2006 by the district’s Right-Sizing
Plan.
Mount Washington is over 450 feet high and follows about five miles of the Monongahela riverfront.
Pittsburgh South Side industrialized in the late 19th
century, and while the views from the area are presently quite stunning, when many of the houses were
constructed, there was so much smoke that the view
was hidden (Fifield, 1996: 241). The American Iron
Works opened a cold rolling mill in 1853, and Clinton Iron Works opened in 1859. The mills caused an
influx of workers to the area and the population increased to 30,000 (Toker, 1994: 132).
However, presently, Mount Washington has seen a
decline in population of 9.4% since 2000, on par with
the city’s. Its population in 2012 was approximately
6,820, as shown in Table 5. The number of children in
Mount Washington was relatively low in 2000 (1,085)
but decreased to just 590 in 2012. Mount Washington
is almost entirely homogenous, with the White popuGORDON 35

lation comprising 92.8% and African Americans representing 4.9% in 2012. There has been relatively little change in the racial balance of this neighborhood,
quite different from the shifts in demographics that
have occurred in Hazelwood or Knoxville. The percent of the population with a college degree or higher exceeds that of the city, at 38.8% and the median
income is higher than Pittsburgh overall at $42,636.
The total housing units has decreased similar to
Knoxville, losing about 2% since 2000. However,
88.38% of housing units were occupied in 2012. One
shift that has occurred in the area is in the number
of renter-occupied households. As echoed by the
neighborhood residents, Mount Washington went
from majority owner-occupied to majority renter
occupied. Of the three focus neighborhoods, Mount
Washington has the lowest vacancy rate at 11.6%, an
increase from 10.5% in 2000. The number of other
vacant units rose from 198 to 277, fewer than those
in Knoxville or Hazelwood. Figure 13 displays the
vacancies in Mount Washington, which are mostly
spread throughout the area, with one concentration
east of the school along Woodruff Street. Woodruff
Street runs above the Wabash Tunnel and on Google
Maps, the densely forested area suggests that these
lots have been vacant for many years. In 2008, Mount
Washington had 30 condemned structures and 0
demolitions. 11.9% of the housing is considered to be
in good or excellent condition, in comparison with
6.8% for the city overall. The median sale price of
a home in 2008 was $56,250 (see Appendix 2), yet
household value has nearly doubled from $47,500 in
2000 to $95,500 in 2012.

Land use in Mount Washington is majority residential at 55.9%. Mixed-use/commercial comprises 3.9%
of land use, mixed-use industrial comprises 5.4%,
open space makes up 30.8% and 3.9% is special land
use (Pittsburgh Department of City Planning).

property lies between Prospect Street, Cowan Street
and Norton Way. Before the Prospect school closed,
children were being bused from other communities
to attend the school. For the 2006-2007 school year,
students were assigned to return to their home feeder
schools. The Prospect School was considered a high
priority for redevelopment, yet it took seven years
of the structure sitting vacant before work was commenced despite interest. The Pittsburgh Urban Redevelopment Authority put forth a request for proposal
on behalf of the Board of Education and the Mount
Washington Development Corporation to facilitate

In addition to understanding how the neighborhood
demographics and housing structure has changed,
visiting the site shed light on why Mount Washing!
ton was able to! find a use for its vacant school. The
!
! elementary and
! middle school sits high on
Prospect
the northeastern portion of Mount Washington. The
Figure 13: Vacancies and foreclosed properties in Mount
Washington nearby former Prospect School
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Photo 15: Demographics and Housing Characteristics in Mount Washington.
Mount Washington
1990

Count

2000

Percent

Count

2008-2012

Percent

Count

Percent

%Change % Change
1990 -2000 2000-2012

Count

Population
Total Population
Children 17 & under

6,838
1,244

7,529
1,085

14.41%

6,820
590

8.7%

10.11%
-12.78%

-9.42%
-45.62%

3

18.19%

Race
White
Black
Asian
Other

6,564
226
25
23

95.99%
3.31%
0.37%
0.34%

7,029
324
45
131

93.36%
4.30%
0.60%
1.74%

6,330
334
19
137

92.82%
4.90%
0.28%
2.01%

7.08%
43.36%
80.00%
469.57%

-9.94%
3.09%
-57.78%
4.58%

2

Hispanic Origin
Hispanic
Non-Hispanic

68
6,770

0.99%
99.01%

63
7,466

0.84%
99.16%

287
6,533

4.21%
95.79%

-7.35%
10.28%

402.91%
-3.40%

1,409
1,859
728
837

29.15%
38.46%
15.06%
17.32%

998
1,928
1,095
1,341

18.61%
35.96%
20.42%
25.01%

430
1,543
1,158
1,986

8.40%
30.15%
22.63%
38.81%

-29.17%
3.71%
50.41%
60.22%

-56.91%
-19.97%
5.75%
48.10%

6.06%

2.71%

21.64%
18.94%
9.46%
31.48%
50.87%
28.00%
-14.81%
132.94%

-2.09%
-3.35%
-17.95%
12.73%
8.72%
-83.33%
258.70%
39.90%

-24.82%

100.98%

Educational Attainment (25 &
older)
Less than high school
High school graduate
Some college
Bachelor's or higher degree
Income
Median Household Income
(2010 inflation)

$

Housing
Housing Units
Occupied Housing Units
Owner occupied units
Renter occupied units
Vacant Housing Units
For Rent
For Sale
Other Vacant
Average housing stock age
Median value Owneroccupied units (2010 inflation)

39,138

3,425
3,136
1,786
1,350
289
150
54
85
1,939

$

63,231

$

41,511

4,166
3,730
1,955
1,775
436
192
46
198
1939

91.56%
56.95%
43.05%
8.44%
51.90%
18.69%
29.41%

$

47,539

$

42,636

4,079
3,605
1,604
2,001
474
32
165
277
1939

89.53%
52.41%
47.59%
10.47%
44.04%
10.55%
45.41%

$

95,544

88.38%
71.35%
89.01%
11.62%
6.75%
34.81%
58.44%

3

$

1
1

*Coun
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the redevelopment of the school structure Rodriguez
Associates, who purchased Prospect School submitted a proposal responding to this request. The call for
proposals was likely created in response to existing
interest in this property. Regardless, developers saw
potential in this property, the assets of which were
highlighted in its marketing, were interested in this
property, quite different from the situation in Knoxville.
The Prospect School is a Pittsburgh Historic building, which was of high interest to developers, likely due to its location and views of downtown. The
building is quite ornate, and James Eash, the Director
of Economic Development at the Mount Washington
Community Development Corporation, referred to it
as an architectural gem. It has art deco panels, stained
glass windows and hieroglyphics adorning the exterior, as shown in Photo 20. It is currently being redeveloped into market rate rental units by Rodriquez
Associates. Photo 21 shows the construction that has
begun on the site’s parking lot and interior.
According to Eash, when these large schools close,
concerns arise about whether the vacancy will affect
surrounding property values or increase crime. Eash
noted that the building was fairly well maintained and
secure, and while there may have been small instances of delinquency, there was no vandalism. Eash felt
that the building was kept in good shape and this did
not affect the area or surrounding properties.
Overall the homes and lot sizes were smaller than
in Knoxville, but appeared well kept. Surrounding
Photo 19: Propsect School in Mount Washington

Prospect are two- and three-story story single-family homes closely spaced on small lots, many with
porches (see Photo 22). The homes across from the
entrance to the school overlook downtown Pittsburgh. The neighborhood has a quiet feel, and I noticed a few people walking from their cars to their
homes and some children walking home after being let off of school buses. Across from the entrance
to the school on Prospect Avenue, a man and his
daughter were repairing a house to rent out. Behind
the school on Cowan Street, workers were repairing
a single family home. Many homes in the area had
Christmas wreaths or other holiday decorations. On
Natchez Street at Southern Avenue, I noticed a home
with some graffiti on it and stripped siding.
James Eash noted that the school building was quickly identified for redevelopment as a viable project
after it was closed, quite different from the situation
in Hazelwood or Knoxville. Eash contended that the
reaction to the redevelopment has been positive and
that people in the community are excited that the
school has a use. He referred to the developer as a
“known commodity” in the area and when he came
on board, people got excited. They were able to use
historic tax credits for the redevelopment. Once people got over the disappointment that the school was
closing, they focused on how they could maintain the
architectural character of the building and the development plan will maintain the exterior and common
spaces of the building. According to Eash, the redevelopment gave confidence to the neighborhood, but
he mentioned that sometimes rental properties cause
homeowners to worry. Although there are few rentals
in Mount Washington, rental properties are becoming more common in the city and according to Eash,
people are paying market rates.
The situation in Mount Washington is influenced by
its demographics and topography. The repurposing
of the building is likely to bolster the housing market in the area, and since the percentage of children
in Mount Washington is very small and mostly from
outside the neighborhood, closing Prospect seems to
have had the least impact on the neighborhood, when
compared with Knoxville and Hazelwood, likely due
to fewer students being impacted and mobilized public and private interests working to find a new use.
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Photo 20: Prospect School is on the register of historic
buildings.

While all three neighborhood contended with the
same issue, outcomes and the degree of change was
relative to a variety of factors including racial and
economic makeup, the number of children in the
area, the marketability of the vacant sites, and the
resources focused on repurposing the school. While
the vacant school was not ideal, the closure in Mount
Washington had the least impact on children and occurred in a neighborhood that had the resources and
market to deal with the issue.

Photo 21: The former school is undergoing construction
to be converted to market rate residential rental units.

Photo 23: On-going renovation in Mount Washington
across from the former Prospect School building

Photo 22: A typical house in Mount Washington. Homes
are narrow with porches.

Photo 24: Views of downtown Pittsburgh from the back
porch of a home on Prospect Avenue
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VI: Summary of Findings
The research in these three neighborhoods has illuminated how the Right-Sizing Plan’s closures impacted the Hazelwood, Knoxville and Mount Washington
neighborhoods. The research reveals several key findings about Pittsburgh neighborhoods and the effect
of school building vacancies on these communities.
1. Topography and the industrial past matters deeply
in Pittsburgh
A neighborhood’s location, influenced by topography
and the industrial history of Pittsburgh has a strong
impact on existing neighborhood conditions. The
views from Mount Washington likely impacted the
developer’s decision to repurpose the building into
market rate rentals. Knoxville’s location away from
the industry and smoke made it desirable when steel
was booming, but after the industry’s collapse and
shifts in population, the area has become disinvested.
2. Vacancy has the greatest impact when a valuable
community resource is lost. Collective power and
community resources influence how an area copes
with this loss.
As highlighted by Tempkin and Rohe, a neighborhood’s trajectory is often determined by its ability to
“position itself favorably with external sources of financial, political, and social resources and that this
ability is largely dependent on the physical, social,
and locational characteristics of the community”
(Tempkin and Rohe: 1996, 159).
In Hazelwood, community leaders repeatedly spoke
to the loss of an important resource in the neighborhood, the strong effects on community cohesion, and
the dissatisfaction with the vacancy.
The community felt the loss of their neighborhood
school and finding an educational alternative in the
neighborhood became a priority. Their community organization, the Hazelwood Initiative worked to
establish a new school in the neighborhood as well
as find a new use for the shuttered building. While
Hazelwood was impacted physically and emotionally
by the closure and has dealt with increased vacancies,
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they had resources focused on countering these impacts.
In Knoxville, the community was impacted by the
loss of its school, especially in light of the increase
in the youth population since 2000 and the cited dissatisfaction with busing. However, Knoxville seems
less equipped than Hazelwood to deal with their lost
resource. Even the Hilltop Economic Development
Corporation, responsible for improving the quality
of life of residents and on commercial revitalization
in the Mount Oliver Borough and Knoxville, mentioned little interface with Knoxville residents. Prior
to the closure of the Knoxville School, the community was dealing with disinvestment. Both the loss of
the school and the limited resources directed at finding a new use for the building or the property leaves
Knoxville in a more challenging situation.
Finally, in Mount Washington like in Hazelwood, the
community’s Economic Development Organization
was able to collaborate with the city to find parities
interested in creating a new use for the Prospect
School building, which was viewed as an opportunity
by developers. The loss of the school impacted few
neighborhood students, but the community still had
to deal with the large structure that would face deterioration. The area had the organizational resources
to initiate a redevelopment for Prospect, and overall
the vacancy and closure had the least impact.
3. Busing kids to other neighborhoods causes neighborhood tensions and erodes community cohesion.
The intention in busing students is that students have
the opportunity to attend higher performing and
racially integrated schools, which were goals of the
Right-Sizing Plan. Many interviewees noted friction
between students from different neighborhoods. Future closures should consider how group dynamics
impact educational opportunity. Additionally, when
students are spending more time on a bus, there is
less time for interaction within their own neighborhoods and makes it difficult for families to participate
in school events and interact with their children’s
teachers.

4. Reuse is preferable to vacancy.
While this study focused on three neighborhoods
where buildings remained vacant, the current redevelopment of Prospect School and the approved reuse
of Burgwin gives hope to the community members.
Conversely, vacant school structures are costly to
maintain and eyesores in a neighborhood. In Mount
Washington which has a shrinking population of
children, the conversion to another use seems promising for the neighborhood. In Knoxville, the school
building has suffered more visible deterioration than
in Hazelwood and there is no sign that the structure
will be repurposed in a way that will benefit the community, especially given the recommendations by
Fourth River for demolition or use as a warehouse.
5. School buildings are vital community resources.
Schools are more than a place for educating students
during the day. In Hazelwood, the school was a place
for extra-curricular activities, sports, adult education, and community meetings. When the school
was closed, a vital resource and symbol of community was shuttered. Districts must consider the impact
of schools on neighborhoods beyond their main purpose during school hours.

VII: Recommendations
1. Cities should draw on case studies of publically
available school closure best practices.
As many districts are facing the challenge of matching their enrollment to existing facilities, a toolkit of
best practices should be available to help guide cities
that make the decision to close schools. While every
school district case is unique, a toolkit would allow
districts to pick and choose examples of best practices that match their situation. The PEW Charitable
Trusts in their reports about shuttered public schools
already outline many cases studies and strategies
for handling school closures. A publically available
repertoire of practices that districts can refer to and
build upon would be an excellent resource for any
district considering closing schools. In the repertoire,
communities could also access ideas about what uses
buildings could be turned into, for example, buildGORDON 41

ings have been reused as senior housing, community
outreach centers, mixed-use office and retail space,
and artist collectives with studios, residences and galleries.
2. When making decisions about closings, districts
must consider impacts on a neighborhood level, including how the loss of a community resource will
impact a neighborhood’s physical environment and
social fabric.
Districts have many factors to consider when deciding which schools in a district to close. Potential impacts on the physical realm of a neighborhood must
be considered when making closure decisions. In a
declining area, shuttering its neighborhood school is
a sure way to continue the cycle of decline. Districts
should consider the existence of other community
resources in a neighborhood that could act as a new
focal point, if and when a school must be shuttered.
However, efforts must be made in terms of programming and awareness for this type of shift to be successful. As seen in Hazelwood, the YMCA, which,
had previously served as an important after school
resource, experienced lower participation due to the
spatial dynamics of students’ commuting patterns
and therefore had to rethink ways to best work with
Hazelwood residents.
3. Planning for closed facilities should occur before
buildings are shuttered and should involve the community from the beginning.
If the impacts on neighborhoods are to be assessed
before the buildings are chosen for closure, then
the community needs to be involved from the outset. Kansas City Public School District is facing issues similar to Pittsburgh in that they also shuttered schools in their district due to a decline in the
number of school-aged children from demographic
trends and families leaving the city. In 2011, Kansas City Public Schools closed 39 schools sites and
identified 30 schools for repurposing. The district
frontloaded their efforts to repurpose their buildings
through their Repurposing Initiative, a year-long
community engagement and planning process to
generate ideas for re-use based on community-driven reuse strategies. The first phase involved site tours
led by a new repurposing staff for community members and interested parties to assess the buildings and

sites and hear ideas and concerns about reuses. Next
they completed reuse assessments to determine each
site’s potential. With community feedback on the assessments, the district entered the third phase which
was establishing reuse strategies. Once these Reuse
Strategy & Action Plans are approved by the Board,
the district would move forward to sell or lease the
building according to the created plan. Kansas City
Public School District’s work to engage the community in the process from the beginning was aimed at
ensuring that new uses would be found for sites and
the community could advocate for their needs.
4. The district should strongly consider all opportunities for reuse.
When making decisions about reuse, the city, the
school district and the neighborhood must weigh
profit seeking uses against uses that will provide a
public service. The neighborhood should have the
opportunity to work with planners to create a list of
desired uses, and enlist city and community organizations as partners in the process. While Pittsburgh
Public Schools reached out to Fourth River to handle the management and marketing of the buildings,
the district should aim for a more community driven
process.
Charter schools often view closed school buildings
as an opportunity to find space in a facility that is
amenable with their needs. The opening of a charter
school in a district school building is controversial,
as the example in Hazelwood illustrated. The continued privatization of public education leaves the district with fewer resources. Yet if the district is unable
to provide opportunities for schooling that are high
quality and convenient for families in neighborhoods
that are in need of a strong school, other organizations should have the chance to do so, especially if
it means bringing a vacant space to life. With many
students with more means choosing to attend private and parochial schools, low-income and minority families should not be left without choice in their
schooling decisions or with vacant buildings.
Perhaps there is a hybrid solution that allows the district to work with outside operators in their Accelerated Learning Academies, which would give students
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the environment they need coupled with expertise
from a more flexible entity. Perhaps the school district needs to focus on providing the best opportunities it can to students in the buildings it operates
and focus on maintaining fewer numbers of strong
schools.
5. Take on more aggressive marketing approach
Pittsburgh Public Schools made the decision to enlist the help of the Urban Redevelopment Authority
and later Fourth River Development to assess and
market their repertoire or vacant school buildings.
Fourth River has provided information that is publically available about each school site and has added
signage to each building with its asking price. While
these are helpful strategies, there should be a more
aggressive marketing approach, especially for properties that are viewed as more difficult. Future marketing efforts should involve community members
and organizations. As Pittsburgh still has a number
of school sites for sale, these strategies are currently
applicable.
6. Change the approach with disinvested communities.
While further research is necessary to understand
the Knoxville neighborhood and the interplay of dynamics between residents and the city, it is evident
that this neighborhood has less collective power to
cope with the loss of the Knoxville school building
than Mount Washington or Hazelwood. With the increase in youth population, Knoxville residents have
concerns about the loss of their community resources. Efforts should be made to alter the approach to
achieving improvements in the community where
the standard method of engagement is not working.
Given the realistic assessment of the school building
and the neighborhood, in Knoxville, a creative approach is imperative.

VIII: Conclusion
As seen in Pittsburgh and highlighted by the PEW
Charitable Trusts research on districts that have
closed schools, when unused buildings are located in
declining neighborhoods, reuse becomes especially
difficult. PEW recommends establishing clear and
quantifiable guidelines for which buildings to close,
including the condition of the building, the number
of seats being used and academic performance. These
are all important criteria, but consideration should
also be given to the state of the neighborhood and if a
closure could cause continued deterioration or affect
the community’s social fabric. While in Pittsburgh
student achievement and equity were main considerations when making closure decisions, the district
must pay attention to which neighborhoods have
recently been affected by previous closings, which
did not seem to be the case in Hazelwood. “In most
cities, the relative marketability of various sites was
not a factor in considering which buildings to close,
although some local officials in Washington believe
it should be” (The PEW Charitable Trusts). Echoing
this sentiment, without consideration of the possibility for reuse and involving the neighborhoods affected in the process, we leave communities that are
most vulnerable reeling. Neighborhoods must be
part of the equation when making tough decisions
about school closures. As the link between schools,
neighborhoods and opportunity runs deep in American history, school closure decisions are a matter of
social justice.
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Appendix 1: Fate Of School Buildings as of January 2014
2006 School Closure

Current Status

Notes

1.

Bon Air

Vacant

Property for sale.

2.

Burgwin

Vacant

Property for sale.

3.

Chatham

Reuse

Reopened as Chatham Day School contracted with PPS.

4.

Clayton

Reuse

Reopened as Clayton Academy under Specialized Education Services Inc. in 2007.

5.

Columbus

Reuse

Reopened in 2011 as Propel NORTHSIDE. PPS votes against sale of building to
Propel Charter Schools in 2013.

6.

Crescent

Reuse

Served as an intermediate building for Faison school from 2006-2011. Now serves
as Crescent Early Childhood Center PPS.

7.

East Hills

Reuse

Reopened as Imani Christian Academy.

8.

Florence Reizenstein

Demolished

Reopened in 2008 to house the Schenley IB program and the Pittsburgh Frick
sister school after building renovations. In 2009, renamed the Barack Obama
Academy of International Studies. This school was moved to another facility in
2012 and the property was put up for sale. In 2013, the property was purchased
by Walnut Capital and promptly demolished for redevelopment.

9.

Friendship

Reuse

Reopened as the new home of Homewood Montessori, remained Pittsburgh
Montessori.

10.

Greenway

Reuse

Serves as the Pittsburgh Gifted Center.

11.

Horace Mann

Vacant

Property for sale.

12.

Knoxville*

Vacant

Potential reuse as a warehouse. Not currently for sale.

13.

Lemington

Reuse

Destiny International Ministries non-denominational church opened in 2008,
which includes the Pittsburgh Dream Center, home to Destiny International
Ministries and Destiny School of Theology & Leadership.

14.

Madison

Vacant

Historic property is for sale.

15.

Margaret Milliones

Reuse

Reopened in 2008 as a magnet high school, Pittsburgh Milliones.

16.

McCleary

Vacant

Property for sale. McClearly Early Childhood Center used the building until 2011.

17.

Morningside

Vacant

Property sold to Urban Redevelopment Authority.

18.

Prospect*

Reuse

Historic building is being redeveloped by Rodriguez Associates into market rate
rental apartments.

19.

Sheraden

Vacant

Sheraden (Schaefer) Intermediate School opened in the building but was closed
in 2012. Property is now for sale.

20.

Washington

Vacant

Unknown.

* Denotes a building where two schools were closed.
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Appendix 2: Housing, Crime and Building Conditions statistics by neighborhood.
Knoxville
Count
Percent
Housing
Foreclosures
Median Sale Price
Crime
Major Crime
Part 2 Crime Reports
Other Crime Reports
Major Crime per 100 people
Part 2 Crime per 100 people
Building Conditions
% Good/Excellent
% Average
% Poor/Derelict
Condemed Structures
Demolitions
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36
$ 14,125

1.90%

2008 Neighborhood Data
Mount Washington
Hazelwood
Count
Percent
Count
Percent
60
$ 56,250

1.10%
$

28
53,550

Pittsburgh
Count
Percent

1.00%
$

1,199
75,000

264
378
153
6.0
8.5

416
525
259
4.2
5.3

238
371
124
4.5
7.0

14,490
18,512
9,356
4.3
5.6

17.0%
93.8%
4.6%
16
19

11.9%
86.9%
1.2%
30
-

7.0%
90.6%
8.8%
46
64

6.8%
89.7%
3.5%
1,259
592

0.80%

0.70%

2.00%

0.70%

1.10%
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