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ABSTRACT 
 

Many of Houston’s underperforming school districts are located in areas of significant 
suburban sprawl. The question arises as to whether the underperformance of some suburban 
schools correlates with the composition of the communities in which they are found. The 
following research explores this possibility through extensive study of the Aldine Independent 
School District. Not only will it demonstrate such a correlation exists, but will then argue that 
careful, intentional planning processes have the potential to address these circumstances; 
processes that stand to benefit both students and their communities. Furthermore, these principles 
have the potential to further best practices for future suburban development. 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
1. Do a school’s location and local amenities directly influence academic performance? 
2. Can community-planning strategies improve the educational experience of students in 

Aldine ISD (both qualitatively and quantitatively) living along the city’s perimeter?  
3. How can investments in the areas surrounding schools impact the overall neighborhood 

and its economy? 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

When you build a thing you cannot merely build that thing in isolation, but must also repair the 
world around it, and within it, so that the larger world at that one place becomes more coherent, 
and more whole; and the thing which you make takes its place in the web of nature, as you make 

it.  
 – Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language 

 
 urbandetermine to improve-underperformancehigh-riskenvironments- requiretheirOne 

might ask why students in- are often ignored.  of 655 square miles , limits farone thinks of a city. 1

Consider, for example,’sis reach of the light rail system, Houston METRORailLike other areas 

along the city’s periphery, Aldineslowerhasits-“” (SN), which compartmentalizes the city into 

smaller regions.  The City of Houston defines its 88 SN’s as places where residents work 2

together “to identify, plan, and set priorities to address the needs and concerns of their 

community.”  Some school districts within SNs located on the fringe of the city requirespeciala 3

planning and policy standpoints resulting from sprawl.  

The following research reiterates the desperate need for urban planners to include school 

revival strategies as they endeavor to create better, healthier communities. With failing schools 

along Houston’s periphery in areas similar to Aldine, it is vital that city planners actively pursue 

development strategies that lead to schools where students can thrive academically and 

emotionally. 

1 VisitHouston: Facts and figures. in Houston Convention and Visitors Bureau [database online]. Houston, Texas, 
2016 [cited 5/12 2016]. Available from http://www.visithoustontexas.com/about-houston/facts-and-figures/. 
2 About houston: Super neighborhoods. in The City of Houston [database online]. Houston, Texas, 2016. Available 
from http://www.houstontx.gov/abouthouston/snc.html. 
3 Super neighborhoods. in The City of Houston [database online]. Houston, Texas, 2016. Available from 
(http://www.houstontx.gov/superneighborhoods/ (accessed May 2016). 

http://www.visithoustontexas.com/about-houston/facts-and-figures/%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://www.houstontx.gov/abouthouston/snc.html
http://www.houstontx.gov/superneighborhoods/
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CHAPTER ONE: BEST PRACTICES AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The benefits of community and economic development implementation around existing 

public schools are twofold: schools benefit from community amenities, and otherwise 

disconnected spaces finally join together as a vibrant, diverse community. This chapter identifies 

the correlation between both schools and communities. 

Suburban/Exurban Demographics Influencing Suburban/Exurban Schools 
 

The traditional American view of poverty often includes an inner city, crime-ridden 

setting in the heart of a major metropolitan downtown. In contrast, suburbs are generally 

associated with middle to upper class families, high quality schools, and white picket fences. 

Over the past two decades the paradigm has slowly shifted from poor in the inner core to poverty 

in the suburbs. In a Brookings Institute report, Confronting Suburban Poverty, researchers 

highlight an emerging paradigm shift. They note, “Despite the fact that ‘poverty in America’ still 

conjures images of inner-city slums, the suburbanization of poverty has redrawn the 

contemporary American landscape.”  The report identifies the causes of change and ways in 4

which the recent economic downturn has reshaped the framework of American suburbs. Instead 

of poverty concentrating primarily in urban centers, today there are more living below the 

poverty level along the fringe of the city and in the suburbs than in city centers.   5

A recent Washington Post article explains,  

“For decades, most metropolitan areas formed a doughnut pattern: poor inner-city cores surrounded by relatively 
affluent suburbs. But that has changed as revitalized urban areas have attracted young, educated people and 
rising rents have pushed low-income city families into the suburbs. The new University of Virginia study 
shows how the ‘old doughnut’ has been replaced in most cities by a ‘new doughnut’ — wealthier city 

4 Berube, Alan, and Elizabeth Kneebone. 2014. Poverty and the Suburbs: An introduction. In Confronting Suburban 
Poverty. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press. p. 2 
5 Ibid., 1-12 
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centers surrounded by a ring of lower-income suburbs, which are, in turn, surrounded by another, 
farther-out ring of wealthier suburbs and exurbs.   6

 
This phenomenon is best understood by first observing why families chose to reside in 

the suburbs in the first place, and second, by noting the factors causing the shift towards the 

“new doughnut” structure (as mentioned above). The book, Confronting Suburban Poverty, 

suggests that life in the suburbs once equated to the overall American dream after World War II. 

For many, the suburbs represented a safe, healthy way of life that included quality schools and 

served as the ideal place to raise a family. Although some suburbs still offer the same charm 

today, there has recently been a noticeable introduction of pockets of poverty.   7

The book also notes that this recent shift in poverty is important because job access, 

quality schools, transit, healthcare, and grocery stores are often place-based opportunities on a 

local scale. Regional economies are important because they drive the overall national economy 

and, if successful, enhance the well being of the local residents in the region surrounding the 

metro area. To put it quite simply, where people live matters in regards to their quality of life. 

However, not every place is created equal; while one region of a city may offer all key amenities 

for a sustainable residency, other areas may be lacking in vital resources that each individual 

needs to flourish. The authors add, “The country’s deep history of localism means that, within 

the same metropolitan area, a resident of one community will not necessarily have the same 

6 Brown, Emma, and T. Rees Shapiro. 2015.“Schools face new challenges as poverty grows in inner suburbs,” 
Washington Post, February 27, 2015, 2015, sec Education. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/as-poverty-shifts-to-the-suburbs-schools-face-new-challenges/201
5/02/27/e1900cd4-bdef-11e4-8668-4e7ba8439ca6_story.html (accessed March 15, 2016). 
7 Berube, Alan, and Elizabeth Kneebone. 2014. Poverty and the Suburbs: An introduction. In Confronting Suburban 
Poverty. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press. pp. 8-11 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/as-poverty-shifts-to-the-suburbs-schools-face-new-challenges/2015/02/27/e1900cd4-bdef-11e4-8668-4e7ba8439ca6_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/as-poverty-shifts-to-the-suburbs-schools-face-new-challenges/2015/02/27/e1900cd4-bdef-11e4-8668-4e7ba8439ca6_story.html
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access to good jobs and quality schools, or even basic health and safety services, as a person in 

another community, whether across the region or right next door.”   8

The challenge of suburban poverty is that it is possible for residents to only have limited 

access to key resources. While urban poverty is an issue planners should seek to resolve, 

suburban poverty requires the same energy, but a different strategy. Though the common effects 

of poverty in urban and suburban regions are similar– poor health, unsatisfactory education, 

unsafe neighborhoods - the set of challenges an individual or family living in poverty faces are 

quite diverse than those living downtown. Amanda Kolson Hurley of The Atlantic’s CityLab 

describes the challenge of suburban poverty best when observing, “Where the urban safety net 

that poor people rely on may not stretch.”  9

Current Relationships Between Planning And School Infrastructure 
 

When it comes to school infrastructure and district planning, city planners and school 

district leaders have often functioned independently. However, the University of California 

Berkeley seeks to close the gap between school leaders and planners through the application of 

urban planning methods. Their Center for Cities and Schools, CC+S, was created in 2004 to 

promote the notion that education is the center for “equitable, healthy and sustainable cities for 

all.”  They propose that planning a school and school district’s infrastructure should be 10

8 Ibid., 4 
9 Cohen, Rick. Neighborhood centers fight suburban poverty in houston. in Nonprofit Quarterly [database online]. 
November 3, 2014 [cited April 12, 2016]. Available from 
http://nonprofitquarterly.org/2014/11/03/neighborhood-centers-provide-approach-to-suburban-poverty-in-houston/. 
10 Center for cities + schools: About us. in Center for Cities + Schools, Institute of Urban + Regional Development, 
University Of California, Berkeley. Berkeley, California, 2016 [cited 4/5 2016]. Available from 
http://citiesandschools.berkeley.edu/about. 

http://nonprofitquarterly.org/2014/11/03/neighborhood-centers-provide-approach-to-suburban-poverty-in-houston/
http://citiesandschools.berkeley.edu/about
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integrated with regional/city planning in general, and note that “the costs of continuing to not do 

so are too great.”  11

The Center for Cities and Schools’ efforts have sought to weave urban planning, an often 

underused instrument, into the fibers that are already attributed to creating successful learning 

environments. CC+S notes that the factors that commonly sway planning decisions like housing, 

transportation, and community development play a critical role throughout the span of a child’s 

education and influence future career opportunities.  In their report, Integrating Infrastructure 12

Planning, they include examples for ways in which innovative planning ideas can benefit 

schools. Some include adding affordable housing units near strong schools, integrating school 

and public transportation schedules, using school facilities for community use after school hours, 

and even encouraging students to engage in solving local problems amongst civic leaders.  13

While all of these strategies seek to provide a better future for all students regardless of their 

socioeconomic status or location, there are some important factors that place challenges on new, 

innovative ideas. These factors must be understood and addressed before any steps toward 

improvement can be taken. The first challenge involves the drivers behind school site location 

decisions. 

Although schools are viewed as public infrastructure, many school sites do not line up 

with other infrastructure plans such as transit or land use.  The CC+S report explains that 14

selecting school sites apart from other plans could potentially lead to school sprawl. The “sprawl 

11 McKoy, Deborah, Jeffrey M. Vincent, and Makarewicz, Carrie. 2008. Integrating infrastructure planning: The role 
of schools. Berkeley, California: Center for Cities+Schools, University of California, Berkeley, p. 20. 
12 McKoy, Deborah, Jeffrey M. Vincent, and Makarewicz, Carrie. 2008. Integrating infrastructure planning: The role 
of schools. Berkeley, California: Center for Cities+Schools, University of California, Berkeley, pp. 18-26 
13 Ibid., 25-26 
14 Ibid., 18-26 
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schools” are often located at a greater distance from existing amenities and affordable housing. 

Another location-related issue is that geographic boundaries often differ from school district 

boundaries, which means only looking at one set of demographics without analyzing the entire 

scope might be misleading. Many might wonder why school location matters, especially if the 

school is high performing and if students are offered diverse, successful learning opportunities. 

However, school sites matter more than one might think, and a proper site selection can result in 

formed relationships and collaboration between companies, students, and the overall community. 

CC+S summarizes this idea by concluding, “In other words, location, land use, and community 

activities can all be greatly influenced by school siting and design.”  15

In addition to the site itself, the overall design of the building and its characteristics also 

play a role in student health, attention span, absenteeism, and ultimately the success of their 

learning experience.  School site selection, new build, or renovation design decisions, and the 16

surrounding amenities are all key players in the equation of each school’s well-being, but 

school-by-school success is not the only factor measured in this equation. Instead, an urban 

planning approach to school site and district planning benefits both the schools and the 

surrounding region. Failure to involve planning in the process of school development results in 

potentially missed opportunities to create healthier, vibrant, and more efficient places with good 

schools, committed teachers, and copious job prospects for residents in the workforce.  

15 McKoy, Deborah, Jeffrey M. Vincent, and Makarewicz, Carrie. 2008. Integrating infrastructure planning: The role 
of schools. Berkeley, California: Center for Cities+Schools, University of California, Berkeley, p. 23 
16 Schneider, Mark. Do school facilities affect academic outcomes? in National Clearinghouse for Educational 
Facilities [database online]. Washington, DC, 2002 2016]. Available from http://www.ncef.org/pubs/outcomes.pdf 
(accessed May 4, 2016): pp.1-24 

http://www.ncef.org/pubs/outcomes.pdf
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First, schools sway neighborhood quality and home buying choices. The Woodlands, 

Texas, a suburb about twenty miles north of downtown Houston is known for being a place 

families locate because of quality school choices (both public and private), accessibility to 

community amenities and jobs, and the safe and well-managed neighborhoods.   School quality 17

sways home buying decisions and can be a great benefit or detriment to the neighborhood. The 

UC Berkeley CC+S report notes that families of school children “bid up” housing prices, and 

that housing prices affect the amount of local tax revenues.  The notion of property value 18

following school quality can be observed by viewing The Woodlands and Spring areas, two 

adjacent regions of North Houston. Property values drop after leaving The Woodlands and 

entering Spring, and part of the reason could be because of school quality.  19

Next, schools greatly influence the transportation patterns and the overall roadway 

services offered to the region, and transportation patterns can also impact the likelihood of a 

student arriving promptly to class. CC+S identifies potential congestion issues the more remote 

the school location is by suggesting that the more miles that are required to deliver students to 

school, the less pedestrian or bike friendly the commute, leading to more cars on the road and 

congestion. In contrast, school sites that reflect smart growth and compact development goals 

require less cars on the road because more students can walk or bike instead of relying on a car 

for drop-off and pick-up. Congestion, over time, can also contribute to the overall air quality of 

the region, impacting the health of all residents. Although many public and private organizations 

17 Sandlin, Michelle. “On the move: Newcomers enjoy quality of life in the woodlands.” in Houston Chronicle 
[database online]. Houston, Texas, 2014 [cited 5/12 2016]. Available 
from http://www.chron.com/news/article/On-the-Move-Newcomers-enjoy-quality-of-life-in-5736224.php. 
18 McKoy, Deborah, Jeffrey M. Vincent, and Makarewicz, Carrie. 2008. Integrating infrastructure planning: The role 
of schools. Berkeley, California: Center for Cities+Schools, University of California, Berkeley, p. 23 
19 Zillow home search of less than or equal to 2,500 sf homes: Spring, texas and the woodlands, texas. in Zillow 
[database online]. 2016 [cited 2/15 2016]. Available from http://www.zillow.com/spring-tx/. 

http://www.chron.com/news/article/On-the-Move-Newcomers-enjoy-quality-of-life-in-5736224.php
http://www.zillow.com/spring-tx/%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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are required to take action and seek to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, GHGEs, in some states 

schools are exempt from environmental initiatives such as this. In California, the CC+S explains 

that schools are exempt from its state’s GHG reduction plan, AB32, even though school site are 

responsible for a substantial amount of energy and water consumption.  20

After reading the above descriptions regarding why strategic school sites are an integral 

part of the local community, some might wonder why all school districts are not seeking to 

implement these ideas. The driving force behind most of the decisions revolves around school 

funding and the way funding sways school site location and design. In most cases, school site 

choices are rarely driven by urban planning or design recommendations. Instead, most schools 

are only able to choose a location where land costs are inexpensive and occasions when 

developers will grant exactions.   A University of Florida Levin College of Law clinic defines 21

exactions as, “Burdens or requirements a local government places on a developer to dedicate 

land or construct or pay for all or a portion of the costs of capital improvements needed for 

public facilities as a condition of development approval. Exactions come in many forms; they 

may be called conditions or impact fees and may be in the form of infrastructure building, cash 

payments to the local government, dedications of land for public uses, conditions on future land 

use, restrictions on alienation, or other restrictions or burdens on the permit applicant.”   22

20 McKoy, Deborah, Jeffrey M. Vincent, and Makarewicz, Carrie. 2008. Integrating infrastructure planning: The role 
of schools. Berkeley, California: Center for Cities+Schools, University of California, Berkeley, p. 20 
21 McKoy, Deborah, Jeffrey M. Vincent, and Makarewicz, Carrie. 2008. Integrating infrastructure planning: The role 
of schools. Berkeley, California: Center for Cities+Schools, University of California, Berkeley, 33. 
22 Exactions and impact fees. in Frederick G. Levin College of Law [database online]. University of Florida, 2016]. 
Available from https://www.law.ufl.edu/_pdf/academics/centers-clinics/clinics/conservation/resources/exactions.pdf 
(accessed 4/18/2016).  

https://www.law.ufl.edu/_pdf/academics/centers-clinics/clinics/conservation/resources/exactions.pdf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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In real estate law, well-known cases involving and describing exactions are Nollan v. 

California Coastal Commission  and Dolan v. City of Tigard,  which paved way development 23 24

exactions are applied to municipalities.  In the Cardozo Law Review, Jane C. Needleman 25

describes the impact on development. Needleman writes,  

“After Nollan and Dolan, when a municipality requires an exaction as a condition for a 
development permit, the condition must bear an “essential nexus” to the reason for 
requiring the permit, and the condition must also be “roughly proportional” to the impact 

of the development project. An exaction that does not meet this two-prong requirement 

will be deemed a “taking” in violation of the Fifth Amendment. The potential for 

government leveraging and abuse is great in the development permit context, rendering 
the heightened scrutiny demanded by Nollan and Dolan necessary.”  26

  
Berkeley’s CC+S adds that instead of aligning design decisions with actual educational 

development needs, the land costs and developer exactions continue to reign over design and 

planning considerations.  The quest to find affordable land that fits within the school district’s 27

budget often means the quest for land outside of the areas more developed and thriving. In other 

situations, developers drive these decisions even if the decision does not benefit school or even 

regional success. CC+S adds, “Developers’ donations of land, which may be required as part of 

the development approval process, save schools the cost of securing new sites themselves, but 

these parcels may or may not be the most optimal for the school, the district, or the region, and 

may not support the broader transportation, land use, or environmental goals, such as those 

23 Nollan v. California Coastal Commission (No. 86-133), 483 U.S. 825 (1987). 
24 Dolan v. City of Tigard (93-518), 512 U.S. 687 (1994).  
 
25 
26 http://cardozolawreview.com/Joomla1.5/content/28-3/28-3.NEEDLEMAN.pdf  1564, CARDOZO LAW REVIEW 
[Vol. 28:3). 
27 McKoy, Deborah, Jeffrey M. Vincent, and Makarewicz, Carrie. 2008. Integrating infrastructure planning: The role 
of schools. Berkeley, California: Center for Cities+Schools, University of California, Berkeley, p. 21 

http://cardozolawreview.com/Joomla1.5/content/28-3/28-3.NEEDLEMAN.pdf
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outlined in AB32.”  A step forward should be for school districts, cities, and developers alike to 28

consider the long-term costs associated with community, transportation, and the environment 

while considering locating in a “school sprawl” location. 

One current issue with the aforementioned flaws are that many jurisdictions do not have 

policies that measure up to the need for compact development schools and leave schools working 

in isolation from local, regional, and state agencies instead of working in tandem with for a more 

integrated, efficient approach to school infrastructure planning. CC+S describes that in 

California,  

“Currently, however, there is no formal policy apparatus at local or state levels that requires or offers                 
incentives for school districts and local governments to work together to plan school infrastructure as part of                 
the larger urban development plan. Indeed, in California, as in most other states, school districts have a                 
unique autonomy from other local government agencies, including the real estate and land use decisions               
school.  29

 
More incentives should be offered if integration amongst stakeholders is desired. Expanding the             

knowledge base as to why school site selection can actually benefit stakeholders involved is              

paramount in promoting partnerships form the nascent stages of design and development. If all              

involved are educated about why this concept can work to their own gain, it is possible that more                  

participation and acceptance could be achieved. 

 School Oriented Development 
 

         The National Trust for Historic Preservation examined historic neighborhood schools, why 

this country is quickly losing them, and why they are being replaced with “warehouse” style 

buildings distant from all community amenities. In their article, “Historic Neighborhoods in the 

Age of Sprawl: Why Johnny Can’t Walk to School,” they first note four basic research questions 

28 Ibid., p. 21 
29 Ibid.  
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for evaluating why the United States has seen a drastic shift from community-centered schools to 

“mega” schools and then describe how state and federal policies contribute to the shift in 

schools. They argue,  

“Like the movement of post offices and other public buildings from downtowns to outlying commercial strips, the                 
migration of schools from settled neighborhoods to middle-of-nowhere locations is one more factor             
weakening the ties that once brought people together. And like residential or commercial sprawl, “school               
sprawl” is contributing to the dismemberment of communities around the country.”  30

 
The question for Houston, where sprawl was an initial reason many neighborhoods came 

to be, is how to retrofit areas around existing “sprawl schools” to establish anchors for the 

community that never existed. Focusing on community and economic development with schools 

as the anchor is an influential strategy to link a community together that, as of now, has little to 

no connectivity to one another. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention made a powerful 

observation that easily applies to Houston’s extraterritorial jurisdictions like Aldine and others. 

They observe, “Many of our communities have been designed to be convenient for cars, not for 

children,” and also, “Sadly, this deprives our neighborhoods of the activity and laughter of 

children walking and bicycling to and from school together.”   31

Andres Duany and his colleagues note that North America is growing increasingly aware 

of its “automobile-based” design patterns like sprawl are not sustainable for community and 

economic vitality. In his book, Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the 

American Dream, he notes, “This movement stems not only from the realization that sprawl is 

ecologically and economically unsustainable but also from a growing awareness of sprawl's 

many victims: children, utterly dependent on parental transportation if they wish to escape the 

30 Beaumont, Constance E., and Elizabeth G. Pianca. 2000. Historic neighborhoods in the age of sprawl: Why 
johnny can't walk to school. United States: National Trust for Historic Preservation, p. 11.  
31 Ibid., 14.  
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cul-de-sac; the elderly, warehoused in institutions once they lose their driver's licenses; the 

middle class, stuck in traffic for two or more hours each day.”  This description directly applies 32

to the current situation in Aldine, and the strategies presented later in this proposal seek to 

protect the aforementioned victims, specifically children and their parents, from the 

automobile-centered neighborhood whose structure is more divisive than unifying. Improved 

connectivity through strategic community development, retrofitting areas around school 

buildings, and unifying a neighborhood whose origin was sprawl can help reverse the way this 

neighborhood reflects its car-oriented city center, Houston. 

The American Planning Association produced a table that suggests the recommended 

“size of school sites and formula for additional acres by states and type of school.”  Each state 33

varies based on its minimum requirements, with California having one of the highest minimum 

requirements for secondary schools. Texas’ requirements are about average, requiring a 

minimum of 5 acres for elementary schools, plus an additional acre for each 100 pupils. 

Secondary schools require at least 15 acres, plus an additional acre for each 100 pupils.  Aldine 34

High School, for example, has an estimated 2,402 students. With the base acreage of 15 acres 

and the 24.02 additional acres, Aldine High School’s campus should technically span about 39 

acres.  

Some planners have considered ways to activate and maximize usage of large sites such 

as this one for a mix of uses. Public Health Law and Policy/Planning for Healthy Places 

32 Duany, Andres, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, and Jeff Speck. 2010. Suburban nation: The rise of sprawl and the 
decline of the american dream. 10th anniversary ed. New York: North Point Press, 
http://catalog.wrlc.org/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?BBID=8941498.  
33 School site selection. in American Planning Association [database online]. 2016]. Available from 
https://www.planning.org/pas/at60/report175.htm (accessed January 2016). 
34 Ibid. 

http://catalog.wrlc.org/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?BBID=8941498
https://www.planning.org/pas/at60/report175.htm
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produced a toolkit entitled: “Opening School Grounds to the Community After Hours: A toolkit 

for increasing physical activity through joint use agreements.” The toolkit proposes ways in 

which the school facility itself can be utilized to its full potential through opening the space after 

hours for community events.   35

Although the primary focus of the school site as an anchor proposal focuses on the 

development around the site itself, it is important to consider ways for each campus to serve as 

an anchor to the entire community, not just students and their guardians. The aforementioned 

toolkit includes helpful resources for funding, safety, and community engagement that must not 

be overlooked if a school can successfully serve as a desirable neighborhood center. Their first 

suggestion is to implement a written joint use agreement between all entities involved in using 

the space after hours and the school district. With the starting point as the campus itself, and the 

surrounding half-mile to one-mile radius around each site, an effective solution can be reached in 

an otherwise segmented neighborhood whose community development projects have only 

recently made strides towards more connectivity. 

One solution Carolyn Reid mentions in her Master of Urban and Environmental Planning 

thesis, is the notion of flexible ground space. For example, the grounds surrounding the school 

can be utilized for a diverse range of events, celebrations, and gatherings. Consequently, the 

school facility itself serves as both an educational campus and a community amenity. She also 

notes,  

“The SOD retrofitting strategy is essentially one of “urban acupuncture” (Ellin, 2006), creating nodes of 
vitality that spur densification, but at the same time integrate with surrounding low density by being both 
incremental and transect-based. The incremental approach is important to retrofitting because all members 
of the community may not understand the benefits of a more compact, mixed-use development in the 

35 Ogilvie, Robert S., and Jason Zimmerman. 2010.  Opening school grounds to the community after hours  A 
toolkit for increasing physical activity through joint use agreements. Planning for Healthy Places, a project of Public 
Health Law & Policy (PHLP), pp. 9-156 
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beginning. By starting with a center that doesn’t disrupt residents’ habitual suburban lifestyles, they can 
begin to understand the utility of being able to chat with neighbors at a coffee shop or walk five minutes to 
pick up a gallon of milk gradually, without having a new lifestyle forced upon them. The adoption of a 
form-based code would facilitate the successional change of the suburb, and begin to diversify development 
types.  36

 
One might wonder how development with schools as the anchor differs from smart 

growth or transit oriented development, also known as TOD. While the concept is similar, this 

planning structure attempts to take what is already in the area to spark community growth, 

density, walkability, and transit access around the existing neighborhood anchors. Currently, 

Aldine has very little neighborhood anchors or transit hubs. Instead of creating anchors from the 

ground-up, this concept proposes that schools can become these anchors so long as thoughtful 

planning occurs surrounding the school campuses. 

While many community development based initiatives revolve around TOD or housing 

opportunities alone, focusing on schools as the primary center point of development addresses 

common issues regarding housing, education, and transit simultaneously. Connie Chung, a 

former fellow in the Joint Studies for Harvard University Neighborhood Reinvestment 

Corporation, acknowledges and emphasizing the important role of public schools in community 

development efforts.  In her journal article, Using Public Schools as Community- Development 

Tools: Strategies for Community-Based Developers, she addresses the inherent truth that 

neighborhoods and schools are directly related to one another and suggests ways in which they 

can collaborate so that it is mutually beneficial. Furthermore, she proposes ways that community 

developers and schools have worked in tandem across the country to create affordable housing 

36 Reid, Carolyn. 2011. School-oriented development: A new paradigm for neighborhood planning. ProQuest 
Dissertations Publishing, p. 4 
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around school sites, to establish successful school-to-work transitions, and to utilize existing, 

underutilized parcels surrounding schools sites for adaptive reuse or joint-use facilities.   37

First, it is important to highlight the critical role school quality contributes to the overall 

fabric of a neighborhood or city to better understand the way most of America’s top performing 

public schools are where they are today: the suburbs. Chung’s argues that the only way 

communities develop vibrantly is through strong investments in community planning and 

development around the schools themselves. Additionally, she adds that the condition of the 

physical school buildings themselves makes a statement about “the level of public investment in 

a neighborhood.”  She notes, “Academics, community-development practitioners and 38

policymakers alike have attributed working- and middle-class flight from inner cities in part to 

the perceived as well as real decline in urban public school quality. Gary Orfield has argued that 

‘a community cannot develop successfully and hold its population, especially its upwardly 

mobile families, over the long run if it does not provide a form of education that is good enough 

to prepare children for college.’”  These ideas encourage implementation of mixed-income 39

development. 

When we observe Houston’s sprawl and the case of Aldine Independent School District, 

it is important to consider the observations above. Although Aldine ISD is not located within a 

dense, urban center per say, it does, however, have many resemblances. As Houston previously 

37 Chung, Connie. 2002. Using public schools as community-development tools: Strategies for community-based 
developers. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University Neighborhood 
Reinvestment Corporation 
38 Ibid., 8 
39 Ibid., 8 
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annexed more land  the boundary for which one might traditionally consider a region “urban” or 40

“suburban” became blurry. In summary, Aldine has larger school campuses and more broad 

school district boundaries, and the issues surrounding sprawled school districts have many 

similarities to that of urban schools, only with less connectivity. To begin creating a sense of 

community in a place that otherwise might not seem connected, most policymakers and planners 

advocate for small, community schools that act as a neighborhood center. However, in a school 

district like Aldine ISD, building new, community schools as part of the public school district is 

simply not an option. In a phone interview with Anne Hazzan, the Aldine ISD Financial 

Superintendent, she mentioned the top reasons why: personnel and facilities costs.  In a school 41

district trying to utilize every dollar they are given for majority low-income schools, they do not 

have the resources to pay faculty and staff if the school only serves a small number of children. 

Alternative ways to use existing school buildings instead of new, small community schools for 

community and economic development will be presented later.  

 School Finance  

Most are not surprised to learn that it is more common to find excelling schools in more 

affluent neighborhoods, and underperforming ones in low-income areas, mostly urban.  This is 

often a result of the way in which public schools are financed and the notion that property values 

generate more taxes for schools’ uses. Chung adds, “A majority of public schools are financed 

by local and state bond measures, most of which are funded by property taxes. Low-income 

neighborhoods are more vulnerable to local bonds, where wealth makes more difference to 

40 Christian, Carol. Historic overlay maps show impact of unbridled houston sprawl. in Houston Chronicle [database 
online]. Houston, Texas, 2014 [cited 5/12 2016]. Available from 
http://www.chron.com/houston/article/Historic-overlay-maps-show-impact-of-unbridled-5796620.php. 
41 Anne Hazzan in phone interview with the author, Feb. 29, 2016. 

http://www.chron.com/houston/article/Historic-overlay-maps-show-impact-of-unbridled-5796620.php%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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outcome. The wealthiest neighborhoods are more likely to have public schools that are in better 

condition and have access to more resources.”  In Texas, schools are mostly financed through 42

mostly local property taxes, with the remaining 40% from the state and 10% federal sources.   43

The Texas Education Agency, TEA, determines the amount of state funding that each 

school district receives based on economic need.  If a school is in a wealthy neighborhood and 44

will be provided $600 million by the state, but it generates $900 million in tax revenue, it must 

send $300 million back to the state. If a low-income neighborhood school district is only able to 

generate $200 million on the local level, the state provides it with the remaining $400 million to 

reach $600 million.  Many argue that this method discourages both affluent and low-income 45

school districts to seek new revenue generators through community and economic development 

or through incorporating mixed-use development in their boundaries. Remembering that the 

other 50% of funding comes from local property taxes, potential still exists for revenue 

generation that can benefit schools.  

However, others argue that school funding alone is not the source for neighborhood 

revitalization and public school improvements.  Rather, they suggest investing in community 

amenities that add value to the neighborhood and contribute to the overall well-being of a student 

and their family is paramount. Chung notes, 

“Federal compensatory programs also fail to address the disparity in public-school finance because funding              
alone cannot solve community-related problems. Distributing school financing equitably will not in itself             
solve the problem of inequalities in public schools. Secretary of Education Rod Paige has recently reported                
that despite a decrease in school-age poverty and an increase in spending in the past decade, test scores                  

42 Chung, Connie. 2002. Using public schools as community-development tools: Strategies for community-based 
developers. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University Neighborhood 
Reinvestment Corporation, p.10 
43 Anne Hazzan in phone interview with the author, Feb. 29, 2016. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
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have remained static — suggesting that ‘providing more money isn’t the only answer to improving our                
schools.’”    

46

 
Community investments, such as public green space, safe sidewalks, and libraries add value to 

an area that can often transcend their added revenue stream to the local economy.  With this in 

mind, community development surrounding school sites, and increasing quality of community 

amenities surrounding schools can, in turn, benefit both the schools, the community, and 

generate new streams of revenue as an ancillary benefit. In their work, Comeback Cities, Paul 

Grogan and Tom Proscio consider education as “the next frontier” in terms of community 

development. They also note that even when neighborhoods invested in new, improved shopping 

areas, lowering crime rates, and a mix of housing types, middle class families kept leaving. 

Why? They observe, “the schools — probably the biggest factor in families’ decision about 

whether to remain or flee — were simply beyond the realm of the organized community.”  47

Instead of considering schools after all other community issues are addressed, schools should be 

one of the frontrunners in ways to rebuild a neighborhood. The idea of “School Oriented 

Development” places schools as the primary focus, with community development surrounding it 

as a means to spark revitalization for both.  To successfully build a community that stays, 

Grogan and Proscio assert community developers that schools cannot be left out of the equation.

  48

Housing 
 

46 Chung, Connie. 2002. Using public schools as community-development tools: Strategies for community-based 
developers. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University Neighborhood 
Reinvestment Corporation, p. 12 
47 Grogan, Paul, and Tony Proscio. 2008. Comeback cities:  A blueprint for urban neighborhood revival.Basic 
Books. 
48 Ibid. 
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Shelter is a basic need for every human being across the world. Its absence not only 

influences overall safety and security, but it also can hinder academic success for students. One 

way to serve both families and schools is through the development of affordable and introducing 

mixed-income housing types in close proximity to school campuses. What Works Collaborative, 

a think-tank of the Urban Institute, has observed the overlap of factors that affect housing and 

factors that are considered traits that affect school outcomes such as income, family size, and 

race.  What Works has identified direct relationships between quality, stability, affordability, 49

and location, as described below. Like any data research or regression analysis, it is possible to 

bend data findings so as to reflect a premeditated opinion, view, or study.  

1. Housing Quality  50

Likely one of the first factors of suitable housing that suffers as affordability increases is 

housing quality.  In most situations, this concept is not unusual: the more you spend, the more 51

space and the nicer amenities you are able to afford. However, in some situations, some of the 

only affordable housing in an area means that overall housing quality must be sacrificed for the 

sake of simply having a place to live.  

2. Residential Stability 

A secure, consistent place to call home is more of a luxury for many living below the poverty 

line. Unplanned moving from one place, and the stressors that go alongside with transitions, 

seem to be reduced when housing is of good quality and at an affordable rate.  Residential 52

49 Cunningham, Mary K., and MacDonald, Graham. Housing as a platform for improving education outcomes for 
children. in What Works Collaborative, Urban Institute [database online]. 2012 [cited 5/12 2016]. Available from 
http://www.urban.org/research/publication/housing-platform-improving-education-outcomes-among-low-income-ch
ildren. 
50 Ibid., 4 
51 Ibid., 4 
52 Ibid., 5 

http://www.urban.org/research/publication/housing-platform-improving-education-o
http://www.urban.org/research/publication/housing-platform-improving-education-o
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instability can result in a phenomenon known as “student mobility”. This is defined as, “Student 

mobility" refers to the phenomenon of students changing schools for reasons other than grade 

promotion. Students who transfer frequently between schools during the school year are at 

greater risk for academic and behavioral problems.  At times, frequent moving is tied to a 53

household’s background characteristics, such as race or income,  and is known to be common in 54

households with parents who are migrant workers, children who are homeless, and low income 

families.  This frequent transition places incredible stress on a child, and mobility has also been 55

known to hinder the learning experience for the mobile students as well as his or her classmates. 

EdWeek adds, “For example, a policy brief published in 1999 by Policy Analysis for California 

Education, found that California schools with high mobility rates (30 percent or higher), reported 

that test scores for non-mobile students were considerably lower than those of students in schools 

with lower mobility rates. The findings support claims that continual student turnover is 

disruptive and keeps non-mobile students from moving ahead as teachers spend extra time 

helping newer students catch up.”  Protecting students through a dependable supply of 56

affordable housing is important so as to provide a seamless transition from one school year, or 

semester, to the next without any unnecessary setbacks.  

3. Housing Affordability 

Many households have no option but to spend a majority of their budget on housing, and so 

increasing affordable options provides more space in a household’s budget for other necessities 

53  Hartman, C., "High Classroom Turnover: How Children Get Left Behind," in Dianne M. Piche, W.L.Taylor, and 
R.A. Reed (Eds.), Rights at Risk: Equality in an Age of Terrorism, pp.227-244, Citizen's Commission on Civil 
Rights, 2002.)  
54 Student mobility. 2004 [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/student-mobility. 
55 Ibid.  
56 Ibid.  

http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED466506
http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/student-mobility
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like healthy groceries and healthcare.  The inability to afford quality and housing are some 57

leading drivers that result in residential instability. Addressing all three and how they relate to 

one another is critical when seeking to improve conditions in schools and within a school’s 

community. 

4. Neighborhood Location 

Finally, the topic of where affordable housing is located matters a great deal because it 

identifies what amenities and opportunities surround affordable housing units. Throughout this 

paper the common bond between place and school quality is addressed, and strategies to improve 

the neighborhood while still securing enough housing for current residents will be explained. 

The authors from the What Works Collaborative report add, “Factors independent of school 

quality, such as community norms and values, daycare availability, and safety may also lead to 

improved educational outcomes in a good neighborhood.”  This thesis is based around the idea 58

of comprehensive planning and development adjacent to and around existing school sites, so the 

residents, both new and existing, will experience amenities that add value to their overall quality 

of life. In return, the hope that community engagement and vital resources including groceries, 

affordable housing, and proximity to transit will provide a more desirable learning environment 

to each student through healthy transit and food options, accessibility to amenities, and 

opportunities for collaboration amongst neighborhood partners, volunteers, and organizations.  

57 Cunningham, Mary K., and MacDonald, Graham. Housing as a platform for improving education outcomes for 
children. in What Works Collaborative, Urban Institute [database online]. 2012 [cited 5/12 2016]. Available 
from http://www.urban.org/research/publication/housing-platform-improving-education-outcomes-among-low-inco
me-children. 
 
58 Ibid., 6  

http://www.urban.org/research/publication/housing-platform-improving-education-outcomes-among-low-income-children
http://www.urban.org/research/publication/housing-platform-improving-education-outcomes-among-low-income-children
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Before taking a neighborhood-oriented approach, it is imperative to define the factors at play. 

The location of a home does not solely identify a mailing address of the residence, but rather the 

overall story of the place surrounding it including the job market, crime rates, school quality, 

access to necessary resources, and more.  59

These characteristics and the statistics associated with each of them are commonly known as the 

“housing bundle.” Economists use this term to describe how different traits of a neighborhood 

relate to one another to establish the housing market in a certain region. Instead of observing the 

built structure, square footage, and cost of a home itself, it suggests that we should look beyond 

the home itself and evaluate the correlation between other neighborhood characteristics and 

behaviors.  60

Considering the “housing bundle” term as it relates to a neighborhood, the analysis within 

this work will view schools through a similar, holistic lens. Rather than solely evaluate the 

quality of the school and the campus alone, the entire scope of neighborhood traits is important 

for understanding existing conditions and designing favorable future plans.  Bias is often 

introduced when not comparing as many significant factors and the way they function in relation 

to other constituents. In the What Works Collaborative report, Housing as a Platform for 

Improving Education Outcomes among Low-Income Children, the authors identify some 

common nuances in housing and school quality research.  Admitting there are methodological 

limitations and loopholes, the first common challenge is when “studies do not adequately control 

for family characteristics and selection issues.”   For example, housing situations could be 61

59 Ibid.,11 
  
60 Ibid.  
61 Ibid., p.9 
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blamed for school outcomes, when, in reality, the performance of a student is the result of his or 

her family characteristics. Another example is failure to disentangle all of the elements within 62

the “housing bundle” and measuring them accurately. The report states, “Many studies examine 

housing as a dichotomous variable: children are either housed or homeless. However, 

homelessness is just one end of the inadequate housing spectrum—the worst possible outcome. 

Even if children do not become literally homeless, as noted above, many low-income families 

experience substandard housing, affordability problems, and residential instability—all of which 

may affect children’s education outcomes.”  63

Next, they describe that not all public or subsidized housing is created equal, and quality, 

location, safety, and other dimensions are important reference points to understand the overall 

housing model.  Finally, the last methodological problem, perhaps the most important in relation 

to this study, is providing only a narrow definition of what school quality actually means for 

many communities. The authors agree that most school quality research only tests for graduation 

or drop-out rates, test scores, and other quantitative variables. However, the grounds for 

determining school quality are more far-reaching than test scores alone. Their report adds that 

college readiness, school safety, teacher quality, smaller classes, and courses/extracurricular 

options offered delineate true school quality. 39  Therefore, it is important to consider the 64 65

variables within the “housing bundle” to determine what a “school bundle” might imply if 

studied. Next, the knowledge for potential bias is vital if housing and school quality are to be 

62 Ibid., p.9 
63 Ibid.  
64 
65 Ibid., pp.6,9 
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compared.  In light of this, an all-inclusive methodology for place-based research helps describe 

actual data relationship instead of erroneous ones. 

In their report, “The Impacts of Affordable Housing on Education: A Research Summary”, 

Maya Brennan from The Center for Housing Policy identifies two programs which link “the 

revitalization of housing and schools” through place-based support and grants.”  The first grant 66

program,  Choice Neighborhoods Initiative, focuses on helping communities with decrepit 

housing to implement community revitalization plan. They add, “These transformation plans 

include concrete strategies that aim to develop social capital, address housing needs, and 

improve educational outcomes for residents of the community.  Another organization, Promise 67

Zone Initiative, focuses on collaboration amongst local governments, federal agencies, and 

community stakeholders.   68

Forming a partnership, those invested on varying levels bond together to support communities in need 

of support.  The report notes, “According to research on programs in San Antonio and Phoenix, 

place-based programs focused on building social capital have been shown to mitigate disruptions 

of social networks, particularly among black residents.”   69 70

 
Summary 

66  Brennan, Maya. 2011. The impacts of affordable housing on education: A research summary. Center for housing 
policy, (Insights from housing policy research) (May 2011), 
http://www.nchh.org/Portals/0/HHFF_Impacts_of_Affordable_Housing.pdf. p. 4 
67 Ibid., 8 
68 Promise zones. in U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development [database online]. 2016]. Available 
from http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/comm_planning/economicdevelopment/programs/
pz. 
69 Ibid.  
70 Jeremy E. Fiel, Anna R. Haskins, and Ruth Lopez Turley, “Reducing School Mobility: A Randomized Trial of a 
Relationship Building Intervention,” American Educational Research Journal 50(6) (2013): 1188-1218) 

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/comm_planning/economicdevelopment/programs/pz
http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/comm_planning/economicdevelopment/programs/pz
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As we have seen, the available data identify a correlation between school welfare and the 

neighborhood wellbeing. Moreover, research suggests that one positive attribute can rarely solve 

all of the issues at hand. Instead, each piece must work in tandem with one another to implement 

place-based progress.  In short, doubling school funding will not necessarily improve academic 

performance or increase house property values, nor will adding more pedestrian access be the 

“catch-all” answer to all childhood obesity. Application of school funding, transit connectivity, 

community engagement, and housing affordability are necessary and effective, but they must not 

stand alone. When suburban sprawl occurs, integral pieces to place-based community design are 

missing from the equation. Houston, being a prime example because of its expansive city 

boundaries, has many neighborhoods that fall into this category. As a result, a Houston 

neighborhood may be less than ten miles from downtown and yet families go without healthy 

grocery options and sustainable jobs. While many might perceive that an address with a Houston 

zip code is an urban location with unlimited resources, there is a population often underserved by 

the amenities of the city: those on the fringe. 

Professional best practices encourage place-based thinking to spark revitalization on a 

neighborhood scale. This can be achieved through performing spatial analyses of amenities 

within walking distance from the point of focus. In this case, the focal point is a public school 

district. Additionally, understanding the demographic data of the space, and how different data 

relate to one another is critical in accurately identifying causal relationships between schools, 

neighborhoods, transit, housing, jobs, stakeholder engagement, and funding. Throughout the next 

few chapters of the course of this study, a detailed analysis will be conducted through 

comprehensive research methodology. Consecutively, the precedent research, neighborhood 
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analyses, and urban design will be applied to a specific region in one of Houston’s periphery 

neighborhoods. The conclusive argument suggests that community development and design 

within a half-mile radius can greatly benefit both students and the neighborhood alike. 
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CHAPTER TWO: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

A. Methodology 
 

Credible literature sources and professional best practices suggest that community 

development and school quality improvement are both multidimensional in that they require 

attention to a broad spectrum of traits. These characteristics, when woven together, form the 

perception of what households consider a high or low quality neighborhood. The intent of the 

proposed school-oriented plan in the following chapters is to retrofit underutilized areas in the 

surrounding one-mile radius of school campuses to assist existing schools in adopting a 

“community school” approach to learning. Expanding connectivity, maximizing opportunities 

for collaboration with community leaders and volunteers, and ensuring basic needs for overall 

wellbeing are the primary focus points and goals of school-centered comprehensive plans. This 

approach suggests that through community participation, stakeholder engagement, and 

innovative urban design strategies, the hopes of providing desirable learning experiences for 

students and spurring economic vitality for the community can one day become a reality. 

This paper is written for the audience of community planners, government officials, 

Houston nonprofit organizations, and faculty and staff within Aldine ISD as a means of 

proposing recommendations for development around Aldine’s school clusters. Additionally, at 

the end of this work, generalized recommendations are provided for other regions with similar 

conditions. Research methodology for conducting this study includes case studies, spatial 

analyses through Geographic Information Systems, GIS, and other mapping software, multiple 

linear regression analyses, demographic data collection, and tours of sites. The entire study, as 



34 
 

 
well as all analyses and interviews, were conducted between January 10, 2016 and May 12, 

2016. 

 
B. Case Studies 
 
Case Study: Family League, Baltimore, MD  71

Topic: Community engagement benefits 

The Family League of Baltimore sought to increase after-school activity involvement 

from the student and volunteer end in hopes that it would also impact students’ attendance and 

graduation rates. Recognizing the influence after school programs have on students’ 

performance, behavior, and perseverance, they rallied together with local organizations to ensure 

there was a streamlined approach for students who needed after school care.  Consequently, 

students in need of this opportunity would be able to readily access the services, provided in part 

by the community schools and neighborhood partners. Cohesion between agencies, schools, and 

after-school programs did not occur naturally at first.  A senior director within Family League, 

Julia Baez, began paving the way for the unified partnership between all organizations and the 

Baltimore City Public Schools almost four years ago.  The drivers of her success included the 72

following: securing funding, constant communication amongst all involved in the program as 

well as teachers, creating a liaison between teachers and providers for a seamless recruitment of 

kids who need the program most, and tracking data to measure outcomes. In 2015, Family 

League received the Community School Award for Excellence by the American Federation of 

71 Community schools awards for excellence. in Institute for Educational Leadership [database online]. 2015 [cited 
05/12 2016]. Available from http://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/communityschools-awards2015_0.pdf. pp. 8 - 13 
71 Ibid., 8-13 
72 
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Teachers for its success in quantitative data proving that its after school initiatives are creating 

brighter futures for Baltimore’s students.  Through their data, they learned that community 73

schools in operation for five years or more had higher attendance rates and lower chronic 

absenteeism.  74

Baltimore shares some similar demographics as many low-income urban and suburban 

regions of Houston. Both cities have pockets of the city where students are economically 

disadvantaged. In 2015, 85% of Baltimore City Public School students qualified for free or 

reduced lunches. Additionally, the average mobility rate, which suggests the frequency of which 

students leave one school and attend a different one for various reasons, was 32%. Statistics are 

not the only source of identifying the many challenges students face. Whether it includes child 

hunger, unattended health issues, homelessness, or at-risk environments, a holistic view into the 

lives of each child matters. This is one reason why Family League and many other organizations 

around the country seek to serve the underserved student population.  

In light of this, Baltimore and many other cities have begun implementing a community 

school approach. In 2015 there were 45 community schools in the area serving almost 25% of 

the district’s students. Each school was equipped with their own coordinator and collaborate with 

agencies such as the YMCA, social work students from the University of Maryland, Access Arts, 

the Greater Homewood Community Corporation, and Higher Achievement.   75

Effectiveness of Family League’s initiatives result not only the vested interest of 

organizations like the ones listed above, but also through multiple funding sources. Some key 

73 Ibid., 8-13 
 
74 Ibid., 8-13 
 
75 Ibid., 8-13  
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financial contributors include, but are not limited to, Mayor Rawlings-Blake’s office, the 

National Football League, the State of Maryland, nonprofit organizations, and on some 

occasions, federal School Improvement Grant funds.  American Federation of Teachers, AFT, 76

also notes that some community schools within Baltimore have even been able to cover costs of 

these programs with their own budgets.  

One of the most influential groups established to successfully implement Family 

League’s program is their appointed steering committee. The Community and School 

Engagement Steering Committee is made up of representatives across the city including 

professionals in the mayor’s office, health department, Department of Social Services, the 

Teachers Union, school principals, and other leaders. They establish goals to ensure the main 

concerns of Baltimore’s school children are being addressed. With the knowledge and of the 

ways in which infant and children’s health impacts the way they learn, grow, and develop, they 

recently partnered with the health department to collaborate on strategies community schools can 

implement that support student and family health needs.   77

Two common words associated with Family League are “data” and “goals” – both 

through which the organization can build upon its assessments each year. A combined method 

including data assessments and annual goal setting helps track success towards milestones that 

have previously been established. Their key results from the previous school years are as 

follows: 140,000+ volunteer hours coordinated in 2014, a 14% increase in parent participation of 

the district’s survey from 2012 to 2013, community school preschoolers are 7% less likely to be 

76 Ibid., 8-13  
77 Ibid., 8-13 
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absent than other school types, and those who participated in the program had higher attendance 

rates and lower absenteeism.  78

In regards to the school buildings themselves, Baltimore and Family League are 

considering ways to weave school buildings into their communities as integral hubs for 

community events and resources. Carol Reckling, the executive director of Child First Authority 

Inc., observes, “It’s not just about a new building. It’s also about what is going on in that 

building and how the school relates to the community.”  An example of this concept within 79

Baltimore is the John Eager Howard Elementary School. Instead of using the building for one 

purpose, it will one day have recreation spaces, workforce development rooms, media and video 

studios, and preschool classrooms.  Howard is considered a “21st Century School Building” 80

which suggests that the way communities utilize the school site itself has been reinvented into a 

community hub with the flexibility to accommodate a wide range of community members’ 

needs. A motion to increase the budget for community schools and after school programs of $4 

million dollars was proposed around the time of Baltimore’s turmoil in 2015. Baltimore City 

Council passed the budget increase when they realized how strongly parents, teachers, students, 

and other advocates felt towards community schools and their contribution towards community 

trust.  81

 

Case Study: Santa Cruz City Schools Complete Streets Master Plan, Santa Cruz, CA  82

78 Ibid., 8-13 
79 Ibid., 8-13  
80 Ibid., 8-13  
81 Ibid., 8-13 
82 Santa cruz city schools complete streets master plan. 2015 [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from 
http://cityofsantacruz.com/home/showdocument?id=42879. 

http://cityofsantacruz.com/home/showdocument?id=42879%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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Topic: Complete Streets (safe, sustainable transit access for students) 

The Public Works Department in Santa Cruz, California began considering ways to 

provide safe, sustainable transportation options for its students enrolled in 10 city schools. 

Partnering with Ecology Action, a nonprofit organization, and Caltrans, the funding source, the 

community plan for Santa Cruz City Schools was launched in 2015. Together, the city and its 

partners spent two years evaluating current commuting conditions at each school, and then 

provided recommendations for each campus based its own specific needs.  They centered their 

efforts around a national organization, Safe Routes to School (SRTS), which assists school 

districts in creating safe, walkable paths to campus. Beyond ensuring safe commutes and 

creating fun, healthy ways for students to travel, SRTS is also focused on reversing America’s 

climbing trend of childhood obesity and diabetes.  83

The success of SRTS depends on what they call the “Five E’s.” Action items included for 

successful programs involve careful engineering that ensure safety of students near vehicle 

traffic, educating students on transit options and safety, encouraging walking and biking through 

programmed events, enforcement of traffic and school proximity laws, and evaluating results 

through data and documentation.   84

Considering these ideals and the SRTS movement’s ultimate goals, they applied tangible 

recommendations to their own region in their Complete Streets Master Plan. A comprehensive 

research strategy paired with community participation and feedback resulted in a thorough, 

pedestrian-friendly plan that accounted for every facet of students’ safety in their school 

commute patterns. Background data collection was a strategic beginning phase of the planning 

83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid.  
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process, as stakeholders were able to identify existing conditions, travel patterns, and pertinent 

demographic data per school.   85

Some initial information collected include the concentration of where students reside in 

relation to their school, existing transportation methods from home to school, environmental 

impacts, congestion patterns, transit-oriented accidents and casualties, and student health. 

Beyond data, surveys, and forums, an effective portion of their methodology was in the form of 

school site walking and biking audits. The Executive Summary of Santa Cruz City Schools 

Complete Streets Comprehensive Plan explains,  

“A walking audit was conducted at every school site. Parents, students, principals, community members, 
Ecology Action and City staff met at the school site and walked the perimeter during the busy morning 
student drop-off times. Audit members evaluated infrastructure, circulation, and behavior of pedestrians, 
bicyclists and drivers. After the field work, participants came together to log observations on a large scale 
map created especially for this planning process. All observations were noted and became the basis for plan 
recommendations.”  86

 
C. Location Selection through Spatial Analysis & Data 

 
Identifying a specific school district within Houston began with comparing and 

contrasting demographic data and location-based conditions of each neighborhood around the 

perimeter of the city. Next, the district had to meet five prerequisites. The criteria is as follows: 

1. The school district must be on the periphery of Houston but still hold a Houston 

address. 

2. The school district has a Title I designation and serves an economically 

disadvantaged majority of a student population. 

3. Some schools within the district are considered underperforming according to 

school ratings, student testing, building quality, absenteeism, and/or student 

85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid., p.7 
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mobility rates. 

4. The region has of transit (or pedestrian access) deserts and/or food desert within 

district boundaries. 

5. District-wide leadership should be considered an effective, enthusiastic team. 

Additionally, they should have a proven record of innovative strategies that 

promote student health, growth, and academic success. 

Filtering each category helped identify neighborhoods that meet all school district 

characteristics. This filtering process was achieved through comparison of demographic data and 

statistics, district report card and student testing, reviews and reports about faculty and staff, and 

GIS spatial analyses.  While many school districts in periphery neighborhood exemplify two or 87

more traits, one school district stood out above the rest: Aldine Independent School District. 

Aldine students face a series of challenges, both at home and community-wide, that potentially 

influence the quality of their education. However, these obstacles have not stopped the AISD 

leaders from proactively seeking ways to improve the wellbeing of each student. For example, 

some programs implemented in the school district include an engineering magnet school, a 

magnet program for fine arts, early college immersion with a local community college, providing 

all three meals to students who would otherwise face hunger, and specialized attention for 

students learning English as their second language.   Considering that the desperate need of 88

many students is matched with concern and enthusiasm of faculty resulted in a decision to focus 

on Aldine throughout the rest of this study. To begin, a study of the existing conditions, statistics, 

87 ESRI, ArcGIS Online  
88  [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from www.aldineisd.org. 
 

http://www.aldineisd.org/
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and demographics is important before proposing suggested plans and recommendations. 

D. Multiple Linear Regression Analysis 
 

A multiple linear regression analysis was conducted for the purpose of gaining an initial 

understanding regarding how different variables relate to one another. Graduation rates were on 

the dependent side of the equation, and variables such as number of community amenities within 

a one-mile radius of the school, student mobility rates, funding per capita, transit options, and 

percent of students who are economically disadvantaged. Although a strong correlation 

(R=0.936) exists, the analysis was not considered throughout the rest of the paper. The rationale 

for this decision is because of the notion that school quality cannot be reflected from graduation 

rates, standardized testing, or college acceptance alone. Findings and outcomes within this paper 

rests on the premise that both quantitative and qualitative dynamics contribute to overall school 

quality. 

 
E. Development Around Schools – Site Selection 

Two areas of Aldine ISD were selected for a site analysis, a study of existing land use, 

and a proposal of a future neighborhood-scale plan. The two sites selected are centered within a 

half-mile radius from two different high schools, Carver High School and MacArthur Senior 

High School. These regions were selected because of the potential benefits they already exhibit. 

The Carver High School region is prime for collaborative learning and community engagement 

because of its high concentration of elementary, intermediate, middle, and high schools within 

close proximity to one another. Additionally, the area provides access to underutilized green 

space and land along the White Oak Bayou. The opportunity to develop offices, retail, and 
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affordable housing within walking distance of schools could provide a compact community with 

vast opportunities for all residents.  
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Figure 2.1 Google Street View of Vacant Space on Victory Drive Along Sunnyhill 

 

Source: Google Maps, Street View 

Figure 2.2 Google Street View of Carver High School 

 

Source: Google Maps, Street View 

 

 

 

 



44 
 

 
 

 

Figure 2.3 Google Street View of Victory Early College High School 

 

Source: Google Maps, Street View 

The other region is located along the east boundary of AISD and is located around 

MacArthur Senior High School. MacArthur presents its own set of challenges as it is along the 

often busy Aldine Mail Route Road, but its location also presents opportunities to connect 
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amenities already in place through extended sidewalks, additional housing, and designated bus 

stop hubs. 
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Figure 2.6 MacArthur Senior High School 

 

Source: Author 
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The other regions not included in the scope of this study do not mean that they are not 

ripe for community development strategies, but that they reflect similar traits as the ones 

selected. In some areas, schools are positioned close to where students reside but without 

walkable access to supermarkets, suitable jobs, or safe sidewalks. In other areas, students may be 

required to travel to school by car or bus. For many, ease of access could be a challenge in light 

of the major roadways intersecting the district limits.   Another example of an accessibility 89

challenge is the Nimitz High School region where students must travel around the Bush 

InterContinental Airport to access campus. Together, all sites not included and the sites selected 

as samples for this study describe unique hurdles considering the different locations in which 

they are located. The following site analyses describe the fibers of Aldine’s neighborhoods in 

further detail on a micro level, but these strategies can be adapted for implementation in other 

areas of Aldine and beyond.  

 

CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH FINDINGS of ALDINE ISD SCHOOL & 
COMMUNITY EXISTING CONDITIONS 

 
A. Aldine Regional Demographics 

 
Assessing the potential impact strategic community planning could have on an 

underperforming school district began with comparing and contrasting all school districts in the 

Houston area. Downtown Houston and its surrounding areas are all within the Houston 

Independent School District, yet everywhere beyond the city center makes up a total of 24 public 

independent school districts in the Harris County region.  Some districts, including the Katy 90

89 Google Maps, Aldine, Texas 
 
90 About houston: Education. in City of Houston [database online]. Houston, Texas, 2016]. Available 
from http://www.houstontx.gov/abouthouston/education.html. 

http://www.houstontx.gov/abouthouston/education.html
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ISD, Conroe ISD, and Pearland ISD continually receive accolades for the quality of the 

education their students receive.  However, there are other districts with many schools identified 91

with a “Need for Improvement” mark on their annual evaluation based on student testing.   92

After analyzing the school districts, the next step was to conduct a spatial analysis of the 

Aldine area. The neighborhood is located near the George Bush InterContinental Airport and 

includes the Hardy Toll Road, Interstate 45, the Sam Houston Tollway, and Interstate 69 (HOV). 

Some Metro bus routes have stations in Aldine, and yet light rail and other transit services do not 

reach the Aldine area. Interestingly, Aldine’s demographics look strikingly similar to that of 

some of Houston’s urban areas. The only difference is Aldine’s geography and its lack of 

connectivity infrastructure. This often gives rise to sprawl and results in fewer amenities and 

employment opportunities nearby. Thus, many commute toward Houston for better job 

opportunities, causing a great deal of congestion in such a car-centric city. It can be argued that 

this not only impacts the commuter’s quality of life, the local economy, and the environment, but 

the schools as well. If a school is within an Independent School District with very few public 

amenities, shopping options, and public transit connectivity, the school itself might experience 

the tension of tax dollars not realized by its own jurisdiction. Moreover, when considering school 

districts with the aforementioned amenities and community assets, it is likely that the added 

quality of life benefit and the return of profit from consumer spending would pour into the 

quality of schools. While this analysis focuses on quality, demographic studies and spatial 

analyses help break this logic down into a tangible, measurable point. From there, by utilizing 

91 2014–15 texas academic performance reports. in Texas Education Agency [database online]. Texas, 2015 [cited 
5/12 2016]. Available fromhttps://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/perfreport/tapr/2015/index.html. 
92 Ibid. 

https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/perfreport/tapr/2015/index.html
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impactful planning processes and strategies one can suggest ways in which to retrofit a currently 

sprawled school district to one where schools act as a center point of a new and more compact 

plan for the Aldine ISD. 

Geography  

 “Aldine is located in the north central portion of Harris County. There are several definitions for 

the area of Aldine. For this study the bounds were defined as: the northern boundary of the area 

consists of Aldine Bender Road - Highway 525 and to the east is Eastex Freeway 59. The 

western boundary is the Hardy Toll Road. To the south, Aldine borders the Houston city limits 

and Little York Road, a major surface link in Harris County.”  93

The first step in measuring the current conditions is to evaluate the demographic, school, 

and neighborhood datasets.  Aldine, a 8.09 sq. mile  jurisdiction that resulted from Houston’s 94

history of purchasing land and extending city limits, is roughly 14 miles north downtown 

Houston within the Texas 8 Beltway.  It has experienced continual growth as Houston’s overall 95

population continues to increase. Aldine’s population of 2010 was 15,869 persons, 13.5% higher 

than the census data from 2010.   However, the Aldine Independent School District, which will 96

be discussed later, is larger in both size and population than Aldine’s parameters. According to 

the American FactFinder by the US Census Bureau, only 12.1% of the population over 25 years 

93 Aldine community plan. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from 
http://www.harriscountytx.gov/CmpDocuments/103/Community%20Plan%20Aldine/Community_Profile_Aldine_P
lan.pdf.  
94 Aldine, texas. in City-Data.com [database online]. 20162016]. Available 
from http://www.city-data.com/city/Aldine-Texas.html. 
 
95 Google Maps. 
96 American FactFinder. in U.S. Census Bureau [database online]. 2010Available 
from http://factfinder.census.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml. 

http://www.harriscountytx.gov/CmpDocuments/103/Community%20Plan%20Aldine/Community_Profile_Aldine_Plan.pdf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://www.harriscountytx.gov/CmpDocuments/103/Community%20Plan%20Aldine/Community_Profile_Aldine_Plan.pdf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://www.city-data.com/city/Aldine-Texas.html
http://factfinder.census.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
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of age living in the Aldine CDP had a Bachelor’s degree or higher.  Not surprisingly, the area 97

median income reflects this statistic. 

Aldine exhibits characteristics of both a small, sprawling suburb and that of a low-income 

region of a dense, urban environment. This bipolar geographic and demographic makeup directly 

impacts community and economic vitality. A Harris County report explained this in further detail 

when they wrote, “Aldine, despite having the characteristics associated with a small city, is 

unincorporated and resides within Houston’s extra-territorial jurisdiction (ETJ). Houston’s 

annexation plan for the area has been to acquire large sections in and around Aldine that are 

economically viable and have an existing infrastructure. The city limits of Houston include a 

section of land in the middle of the Aldine boundary. This has had significant impact on the 

area’s social and economic condition.”  98

97 Ibid. 
98 Aldine community plan. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from http://www.harriscountytx.gov/CmpDocuments/103/Community%20Plan%20Aldine/Community_Profile_Ald
ine_Plan.pdf. 
 

http://www.harriscountytx.gov/CmpDocuments/103/Community%20Plan%20Aldine/Community_Profile_Aldine_Plan.pdf
http://www.harriscountytx.gov/CmpDocuments/103/Community%20Plan%20Aldine/Community_Profile_Aldine_Plan.pdf
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The geographic boundary of Aldine varies greatly from that of the Aldine Independent 

School District, as AISD encompasses a broader span of the northwest Houston area than the 

geography of Aldine proper. In order to gain a better context as a whole, rather than the small 

region that is considered “Aldine,” all of the zip codes included in the AISD boundary are 

included in the demographic data for this study.  After looking at the variation of demographic 

data between the Aldine area compared to the AISD boundary, it was evident that the school 

district data is more consistent with actual figures when using all zip codes therein AISD. For 

example, Aldine’s total population from Census Bureau data equated to only about 16,000, but 

AISD’s region is comprised of roughly 471,000 individuals.  The zip codes included are as 99

follows: 

77086, 

77088, 77338, 77091, 77093, 77032, 77073, 77060, 77066, 77067, 77037, 77038, 77039, 77396. 

To that extent, the following demographic data below represents all of the zip codes included in 

the AISD.  

99 Aldine independent school district. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Harris-County/Aldine-Independent-School-District-Dem
ographics.html 
 

http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html
http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html
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The total population in the AISD boundary is 470,575, and is almost evenly split between 

males and females.  This population has grown about 40.1% since the year 2000, and 4.3% 100

since 2010. The median age in the area is 28.1 years old. A little more than 71,000 of the 143, 

578 households have children, 72,000 are without children, and almost 35,000 non-family 

households. The majority of the population is married or has never married. There is a small 

percentage who have either divorced (8.2%) or have separated (7.4%).  101

100 Aldine independent school district. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Harris-County/Aldine-Independent-School-District-Dem
ographics.html. 
101 Ibid. 

http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html
http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html
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Education completion from grade school through college is not common.  Only 6.1% of 102

the population has an Associate Degree, 12.1% have a Bachelors Degree, and 5.6% have a 

Graduate Degree. The Aldine population is hold more collar jobs (about 60%) than white collar 

jobs in the area, and the median household income is $40,076. An important factor in Houston’s 

overall suburban/exurban jobs and employment data is that even though a large percentage living 

below the poverty line, the unemployment is better than many other cities in the country.  In 103

light of this, an important figure to note is that the median household income for the 25-44 age 

range was only $37,495.  In comparison, the same age range in the Conroe ISD area made 

$60,143,  and the Central Houston region averages $55,795 a year.  Recently, the median 104 105

home price was $88,149.  

102 Ibid. 
103 Confronting suburban poverty in america: Houston, TX metro area profile. in Metropolitan Policy Program at 
Brookings [database online]. 2016]. Available 
fromhttp://confrontingsuburbanpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/metro-profiles/Houston-TX.pdf. 
 
104  Conroe independent school district. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-Distric
t-Demographics.html. 
105  Houston independent school district. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from http://www.point2homes.com/ 
US/Neighborhood/TX/Harris-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html  

http://confrontingsuburbanpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/metro-profiles/Houston-TX.pdf
http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html
http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html
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Figure 3.3 Houston, TX Metro Area Profile 

 

Source: Metropolitan Policy Program, Brookings 

An effective illustration of how Aldine’s economic conditions relate to the rest of the 

nation is to observe the Federal Poverty Level, also known as FPL. The FPL is established once 

per year and is based on the cost of living.  The FPL chart examines the household size and 106

income levels in relation to the size of the household. There are different percentiles that reveal 

the depth of poverty for households depending on income and size. For example, because the 

Aldine ISD area has an average of 3.28 people her household, the income level associated with 

106 Federal poverty chart. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from 
https://www.parkviewmc.com/app/files/public/1484/2016-Poverty-Level-Chart.pdf. 

https://www.parkviewmc.com/app/files/public/1484/2016-Poverty-Level-Chart.pdf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank


55 
 

 
100% poverty would be about $21,000, whereas a single individual at 100% poverty would earn 

about $12,000 or less, according to the 2016 FPL Chart. After inputting the 25-44 age bracket 

median household income for Aldine, and the average household size, a household sharing 

similar traits to both would fall between the 150% to 200% percentile group.  At first, these 

percentages seem misleading, and a higher percentage over 100% seems as though the 

percentage would indicate deeper poverty. Instead, it reveals the opposite. An individual making 

$39,630 in 2016 is considered to be in the 400% FPL threshold. This matters because it reveals 

the levels of subsidies and assistance from the government that will be provided based on a 

household’s FPL threshold. One website dedicated to the Affordable Care Act, Obamacare Facts, 

explains,  

“Federal Poverty Levels (which are also called Federal Poverty Guidelines, Federal Poverty 
Line, or simply FPL) are used to see if you qualify for cost assistance when buying 
insurance through the State or Federal Health Insurance Marketplace. Federal Poverty 
Levels are also used to help determine Medicaid and CHIP eligibility and to help 
determine eligibility for a number of other non-healthcare related assistance programs.”   107

 
Using Obamacare Facts’ information, see the table below to gain a better understanding 

of what this means for those living at different levels of poverty.  

 
Table 3.1 Assistance Programs Offered for 2016 FPL Threshold Percentages 

100%  
 

= Baseline Eligibility for Community Service Block Grant 
(CSBG) funded Programs 

125%  
 
 

= Maximum Eligibility for Community Service Block Grant 
(CSBG) funded Programs 

107 Federal poverty level guidelines. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from http://obamacarefacts.com/federal-poverty-level/. 
 

http://obamacarefacts.com/obamacare-subsidies/
http://obamacarefacts.com/state-health-insurance-exchange/
http://obamacarefacts.com/insurance-exchange/health-insurance-marketplace/
http://obamacarefacts.com/obamacares-medicaid-expansion/
http://obamacarefacts.com/obamacare-chip-childrens-health-insurance-program/
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ocs/programs/csbg
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ocs/programs/csbg
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ocs/programs/csbg
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ocs/programs/csbg
http://obamacarefacts.com/federal-poverty-level/


56 
 

 
138%  
 

= Maximum Eligibility for Medicaid and CHIP in states that 
expanded Medicaid 

150%  
 

= Maximum Eligibility for United Way Rent and Utility 
Assistance programs, and the Employee Profit Sharing Plan 
(EPSP) and Emergency Shelter Grant (ESG) programs. 

100% – 250%  
 

= Eligibility for cost sharing reduction subsidies on Silver plans 
bought on the Marketplace. (see 2015 guidelines further down the 
page). 

100% – 400%  = Eligibility for Premium tax credits on Health Insurance 
Marketplace plans (see 2015 guidelines further down the page). 

Source 1: Obamacare Facts, Federal Poverty Level 

 
In the context of Aldine, with over eighty percent of students eligible for free or reduced 

lunch at school, it is reasonable to conclude that most families within the school district fall 

under the 400% FPL income level or less. The 2014-2015 Public Education Information System 

(PEIMS) Report gathered student data and discovered that of 69,716 students in the Aldine 

Independent School District, 71.7% of them are at risk and 82.3% are considered economically 

disadvantaged. To be considered a student at risk, the Public Education Information System 

considers a wide range of criterion that could potentially impact a child’s (21 and younger) 

ability to graduate. These factors are measured through the use of an at-risk indicator code. 

According to PEIMS, the “AT-RISK-INDICATOR-CODE indicates whether a student is 

currently identified as at-risk of dropping out of school using state-defined criteria only (TEC 

§29.081, Compensatory and Accelerated Instruction).”  Some of these risk factors include, but 108

are not limited to: pregnant teens or teens who are parents, homeless students, students fluent in a 

language that is not English, students who have not progressed to the next grade level, and so on. 

108 E0919 at-risk-indicator code. in Texas Education Agency [database online]. 2010 [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/peims/standards/1314/index.html?e0919. 
 

http://obamacarefacts.com/obamacares-medicaid-expansion/
http://obamacarefacts.com/obamacare-chip-childrens-health-insurance-program/
http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/peims/standards/1314/index.html?e0919
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Figure 3.4 Aldine ISD Demographics 

 

Source: Aldine Accountability, http://aldineisd.org/about/accountability/student_data_to_date 

Figure 3.5 Aldine ISD: Our Children 
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Source: Aldine Accountability, http://aldineisd.org/about/accountability/student_data_to_date 

Poverty is not the only obstacle for students as they strive to learn and grow into healthy, 

self-sufficient adults. Even though the school district takes every measure to ensure the students 

of Aldine receive the most opportunities with the least amount of hurdles, some conditions in the 

area are formidable. Regarding student safety and security, the high crime rate poses a serious 

risk, especially for students in unstable neighborhoods. The area within Aldine ISD recently had 

more instances of personal crime, murder, rape, robbery, assault, property crime, burglary, and 

auto theft than the national average.   109

Sexual predators also pose a risk to students.  

Table 3.2 Sex Offenders List, TxDPS 

 
Source: Texas DPS, https://records.txdps.state.tx.us/SexOffender/ 

“Some states have bans on sex offenders living within a certain distance of a school, but there is 

109 Aldine independent school district. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Harris-County/Aldine-Independent-School-District-Dem
ographics.html. 
 

http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html
http://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/TX/Montgomery-County/Conroe-Independent-School-District-Demographics.html
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no state law in Texas.”  110

 
 

B. AISD School Facts & Figures  

There are currently seventy-seven schools within the Aldine Independent School District 

ranging from Pre-K to high school. The Aldine ISD consists of 32 elementary schools, 11 

intermediate schools, ten middle schools, five ninth grade schools, and seven high schools. There 

are also three alternative campuses including one campus for students with disabilities and one 

that serves as a school-to-work program. In addition to traditional public schools, there are 17 

magnet schools, and several private or charter schools.   Aldine Independent School District is 111

a total Title I school district with over 80% of its 67,000+ students qualifying for free lunch. This 

economically disadvantaged majority secures all students the access to free breakfast, lunch, and 

dinner (if they participate in after school activities around dinner time).  Although seemingly all 112

odds are against these students and the school district as a whole, including very limited funding, 

the district has made it their endeavor to ensure quality education for all of its students.  

The past and present challenges and obstacles are greater than some school districts could 

ever image, and these obstacles increased when Texas introduced a series of state standardized 

tests. In "The Rewards of Perseverance: A Case Study of Aldine Independent School District, 

AISD," the authors note that these were introduced while AISD had experienced growth in 

low-income and LEP, limited English proficiency students.  They note,  "At the same time, it 113

110 Larson, Jace. Houston area zip codes with the most sex offenders. 2015 [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from 
http://www.click2houston.com/news/houston-area-zip-codes-with-the-most-sex-offenders_20151123154848651. 
111 About houston: Education. in City of Houston [database online]. Houston, Texas, 2016]. Available 
from http://www.houstontx.gov/abouthouston/education.html. 
112 White, Laurin. 2016. Interview with anne hazzan. 
113 The rewards of perseverance: The power of a systemwide Focus on students, teachers, and leaders. 2016 [cited 
05/12 2016]. Available from 

http://www.click2houston.com/news/houston-area-zip-codes-with-the-most-sex-offenders_20151123154848651%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://www.houstontx.gov/abouthouston/education.html
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has faced the introduction of three increasingly rigorous, high-stakes state tests—TAAS (Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills) in 1990, replaced by TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge 

and Skills) in 2003, and by STAAR (State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness) in 

2011."  Despite all forces against their efforts, the leadership of Aldine ISD committed to 114

wholeheartedly persevering while serving the students and seeking excellence in all operations, 

decisions, and investments pertaining to the district as a whole. The efforts of superintendents 

and other leaders in the midst of adversity sets the tone for the steps forward for success, which 

is part of what they call "The Aldine Way."  The "Aldine Way" takes on more than just 115

recognizing its stable leadership over the years, but also applies to the way they are willingly and 

eagerly seek outside counsel from urban school strategy experts. After an interview with Mrs. 

Hazzan, it was clear to see that the passion for providing the best for these students runs deep 

and is embedded in every step AISD makes going forward.  

Recently, Aldine sought the expertise of a nonprofit organization from Boston, Education 

Resource Strategies (ERS), to help transform the way the school district utilizes time, resources, 

and money. Evaluating all factors influential in school success, from scheduling to technology, 

ERS helps school districts such as Aldine organize a plan forward that promotes better, more 

efficient tactics for overall school district success. Their consulting work for Aldine ISD resulted 

in several breakthrough ideas that can pave the way for the district's future success. ERS notes, 

"For the better part of 20 years, Aldine Independent School District (AISD), located just north of 

Houston, Texas, has improved student outcomes and narrowed achievement gaps despite 

https://www.erstrategies.org/cms/files/2860-the-rewards-of-perseverance-a-case-study-of-aldine-independent-school
-district.pdf. 
114 Ibid.  
115 Ibid., 4 

https://www.erstrategies.org/cms/files/2860-the-rewards-of-perseverance-a-case-study-of-aldine-independent-school
https://www.erstrategies.org/cms/files/2860-the-rewards-of-perseverance-a-case-study-of-aldine-independent-school
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increasingly rigorous standards and an increasingly needy student population. From 1994 to 

2014, AISD’s population of low income students has gone up by nearly 30 percentage points, 

from 55% to 82%, while academic proficiency rates have risen by nearly 20 percentage points, 

growing from 51% to 69%, and the achievement gap between white and black students has 

narrowed from over 30 percentage points to 12."  They attribute this success, in spite of 116

growing poverty levels, to the superintendents serving Aldine ISD and their willingness to 

consider implementing change from the base level.  

C. School funding in Aldine ISD 
 

Anne Hazzan, the Aldine ISD Financial Superintendent, mentioned previously, has been 

serving the school district for 36 years as a teacher and was later appointed the role of 

superintendent of finances.  Her wholehearted commitment to Aldine schools and her authentic 117

compassion for students and their families in the area was evident during an interview, and she 

identified that other leaders in AISD are equally as passionate about the students they serve. She 

spoke of the progress and improvement, the past and current challenges of the school district, 

funding issues, and the challenges most students face, as many are economically disadvantaged 

and some considered at risk.  

Mrs. Hazzan also helped identify the geographic and infrastructural challenges Aldine 

faces as they try to build community, decrease commute times to school, and make Aldine a 

more unified, vibrant place to live. The major interruptions in developing a sense of place 

include the George Bush InterContinental Airport (IAH), the Hardy Toll Road, Sam Houston 

116 Baroody, Karen, and Rho, 
Lois. Https://www.erstrategies.org/news/the_newest_school_system_20_20_case_study_aldine_texas. in Education 
Resource Strategies [database online]. Watertown, MA, 20162016]. Available 
from https://www.erstrategies.org/news/the_newest_school_system_20_20_case_study_aldine_texas. 
117 White, Laurin. 2016. Interview with anne hazzan (Aldine ISD faculty member) 

https://www.erstrategies.org/news/the_newest_school_system_20_20_case_study_aldine_texas
https://www.erstrategies.org/news/the_newest_school_system_20_20_case_study_aldine_texas
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Parkway, and Interstate 45. She noted that many parents and bus drivers must weave around the 

airport to drop children off at school.  The airport in the middle of the school district boundary 118

presents present and future challenges, as there is no feasible way to shorten the distance of 

travel.  

 

D. School Transportation 
 

Except for the children living within a 2-mile distance from their school, the majority of 

the children travel to school by bus.  The two-mile rule states, “The state-approved two-mile 119

rule allows public school districts in Texas to withhold bus service to students who live within 

two miles of their home campus.”  While this does limit reliance on bus transportation for some 120

students, it is still one of the primary means of travel to school. The image below describes the 

amount spent per year for bus operation and transportation. 

118 Ibid. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Texas Education Agency Office of School Finance School Finance 101: Funding of Texas Public Schools 
January 2013, Page 17 



63 
 

 

 
Figure 3.6 2015-2016 Aldine School District Budget  

Source: http://www.aldineisd.org/common/pages/DisplayFile.aspx?itemId=1033833 

The American FactFinder demographics for Aldine CDP in 2014 reveal that of the 5,721 

Aldine residents who reported commuting to work, 79.7% of them drive their own vehicle to 

work. In contrast, only 1.1% walked, 1.2% used public transportation, and 8.2% carpooled.   121

Demographics were analyzed throughout this report to determine the diversity of transit 

methods each student may access depending on which school they attend.  The figure below 

represents the amount of schools that have bike paths, sidewalks, metro stations, bus stops, and 

roads within one mile of the school. While it is not a surprise that all AISD schools are 

accessible by car, a figure more surprising was the amount of schools near Metro bus stops. 

Nearby Metro bus stops present possible opportunities for parents and guardians to drop off their 

children at the Metro bus stop and then ride to their jobs, so long as safe sidewalks are equipped 

to host children to and from the school. Many of the schools have sidewalks wrapping around the 

perimeter of the campus, but very few extend into the neighborhood where many of its students 

reside. Aldine is disconnected from all light rail stations, so maximizing connectivity through 

creating small transit hubs could potentially decrease cars on the road that would have normally 

121 American FactFinder. in U.S. Census Bureau [database online]. 2010Available 
from http://factfinder.census.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml. 
 

http://factfinder.census.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
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taken multiple trips. Additionally, it would help those without cars have more access to resources 

and to bus stops. Instead of each transit option working independently to service the community, 

transit stations around school sites could benefit parents, students, and school faculty alike. 
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Figure 3.7 Aldine Transit Within 1-Mile Radius  122

 

Source: author 

122 Infographic created by author. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH ANALYSIS & FINDINGS 
 

Understanding the general conditions of the school district is only the initial phase of 

configuring strategies for Aldine’s future school-oriented community development concept.  

Next, evaluating place-based research and precedent cases guide the planning process toward a 

design proposal that accounts for the array of elements that must be taken into consideration for 

community development.  

 

Site #1 Analysis (Victory Early College High School/Carver High School Region)  

Strengths: Victory Early College High School’s very low mobility rate means that 

students tend to stay enrolled. This could be attributed to the school’s rigorous coursework and 
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small teacher size, but it could also be attributed to the fact that Victory students are not zoned 

by address to attend the school. The fact that students are not required to obtain a certain address 

to go to school year could possibly be why mobility rates are down, as mobility rates are higher 

in other regions of Aldine due to residential instability and/or homelessness. In addition to 

student retention from year-to-year, they have a 100% graduation rate (source). 

Carver’s strengths are its geographic location and its unique course offerings. The school 

is surrounded by Bethune Academy and Versa Reece Academy. It offers specialized courses for 

those interested in engineering or the arts.  

The Carver High School zone currently is without access to a quality grocery market. 

According to the USDA’s Food Access Research Atlas , most of tracts where students are 123

zoned to attend Carver are considered low-access, low-income areas. The low-access indicator 

used in this analysis was the measurement of households that live at least one mile from a 

supermarket. The USDA mapping tool considers a tract low-access if 33% of the population falls 

into the category of living one mile or more away.  The figure below, generated from the 124

USDA Food Access mapping tool, graphically describes the context of a food desert near Carver 

High School, Victory Early College High School, and the designated elementary, middle, and 

ninth grade schools within the Carver High School zone boundary.  

123 Food access research atlas. in United States Department of Agriculture [database online]. 2015 [cited 05/12 
2016]. Available 
from http://www.ers.usda.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas
.aspx#.U8QwNPldUnV). 
 
124 Ibid.  

http://www.ers.usda.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx#.U8QwNPldUnV).
http://www.ers.usda.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx#.U8QwNPldUnV).
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Figure 4.2 USDA Designated Food Desert Locations Within & Surrounding the Carver 
High School Boundary 

 

Source 2: Author Via USDA Food Access Research Access Mapping Tool 

Tracts surrounding Carver and Victory are made up 8,311 households, but it is important 

to note that some portions of the tract fall into different Aldine ISD high school zones or a 

different school district altogether.  Approximately 13.2% of these households do not have a car 

to access grocery stores more than a half mile from their place of residence.  

Statistics & Spatial Information  

In terms of rental housing available, Little York Villas Apartments and Inwood Village 

Fourplexes are within less than a mile of the schools.  According to a report by US News, Carver 

hosts approximately 938 students from grades 9-12 and 62 teachers.   125

125 Carver high school for applied tech / engineering / arts. in US News & World Report [database online]. 2016 
[cited 05/12 2016]. Available from 
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-independent-school-district/carver-high-s
chool-for-applied-techengineeringarts-18548. 

http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-independent-school-district/carver-high-school-for-applied-techengineeringarts-18548%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-independent-school-district/carver-high-school-for-applied-techengineeringarts-18548%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank


69 
 

 
Victory, on the other hand, is a much smaller, specialized school with about 441 students and 16 

teachers.  126

Ninety-nine percent of students at Carver are part in a minority population, and 71% are 

economically disadvantaged.   Victory’s demographics are quite similar, with a total minority 127

enrollment of 97%, and 73% of the student population are economically disadvantaged.  128

Students’ economic and at-risk conditions qualify all schools in AISD for Title I 

designation, which secures federal funds per year to help support the school and its pupils. 

Although many students face the daily challenges associated with growing up in a low-income 

areas, both schools and the school district have established ways to help them strive towards their 

goals beyond high school through two separate magnet programs within the school, Carver 

Magnet School of Engineering and Carver Magnet School of the Arts.  Their engineering 129

system is structured around PLTW, Project Lead The Way, which claims to help “Students focus 

on the process of defining and solving a problem, not on getting the "right" answer. They learn 

how to apply STEM knowledge, skills, and habits of mind to make the world a better place 

through innovation.”  Victory Early College High School prides itself in its 100% graduation 130

126 Victory early college high school. in US News & World Report [database online]. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from 
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-independent-school-district/victory-early-
college-high-school-18555. 
127 Carver high school for applied tech / engineering / arts. in US News & World Report [database online]. 2016 
[cited 05/12 2016]. Available from 
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-independent-school-district/carver-high-s
chool-for-applied-techengineeringarts-18548. 
128 Victory early college high school. in US News & World Report [database online]. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available 
from 
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-independent-school-district/victory-early-
college-high-school-18555. 
129 Carver high school. 2016 [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from http://carverhs.aldineisd.org/. 
130 Carver magnet school of engineering. [cited 2016 2016]. Available from 
http://carverhs.aldineisd.org/main/carver_magnet_school_of_engineering. 

http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-indepen
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-indepen
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-independent-school-district/carver-high-school-for-applied-techengineeringarts-18548%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-independent-school-district/carver-high-school-for-applied-techengineeringarts-18548%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-indepen
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/texas/districts/aldine-indepen
http://carverhs.aldineisd.org/%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://carverhs.aldineisd.org/main/carver_magnet_school_of_engineering%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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rate, small class sizes, and its collaborative partnership with Lone Star Community College.  131

Students are not only able to participate in Advanced Placement (AP) classes, but they are also 

provided the opportunity to pursue an Associate's of Arts Degree or two years of college credit 

toward a Baccalaureate Degree while receiving a high school diploma.   132

Only 1.4 miles from one another, each high school provides unique course and 

extracurricular offerings for its students. The land between both campuses is comprised of a 

sports complex named Sylvester Turner Park, unoccupied land along Ashmole Lane and 

Sunnyhill Street, two churches, an urban youth organization, an elementary school, and an early 

childhood/pre-k center.   133

131 Victory early college high school. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from http://victory.aldineisd.org/. 
132 Ibid. 
 
133 Google. Maps: Aldine, houston, carver high school, aldine ISD, and MacArthur senior high school. 
 

http://victory.aldineisd.org/
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Figure 4.3 Google Map of Victory Drive 

 

Source: Google Maps 

Together, these schools could potentially serve as a dynamic neighborhood hub for mixed-use 

development and rich community experiences through the passion and enthusiasm behind these 

unique learning programs.  

Existing Land Use – Carver High School Territory 

Currently, the parcels around and adjacent to both schools are comprised of mostly 

low-density residential housing units. The next greatest use of land is public amenities such as 

schools, churches, the fire department, and courthouse, all of which are indicated in blue in the 

figure below. There is little to no retail or commercial activity or grocery markets, but an ample 

amount of unoccupied green space that could be utilized to serve several purposes. The existing 

land use plan, shown below, describes the current uses of space .5 miles north of Carver High 

School, .5(+/-) to the east, .5 miles south, and slightly less than 1.5 miles to the west (where 
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Victory Early College High School is located). The gray boundary line segmenting the large, 

open green space from the vast span of residential units is the separation of Eisenhower Senior 

High School boundaries from Carver High boundaries.  Because Victory Early College High 

School students are not designated to the school by place of residence, but rather acceptance and 

admission, it is likely that some of its students do not actually live within the Acres Homes or 

Inwood neighborhood areas. The proposed future land use map considers the front-facing parcels 

along South Victory Drive as possible opportunities to spark commercial and retail activity while 

connecting neighborhoods, schools, and parks, through an expanded sidewalk system. This 

approach is set to provide amenities and boost the economy and workforce in both the 

Eisenhower and Carver boundaries, to the end that both zones benefit from development on the 

border of both school zones.  

Site #2 – Macarthur Senior High School Region  
 

Macarthur Senior High School is located in an area of Aldine much different than that of 

the Carver High School region. Only about a mile from the Eastex Freeway and along the Aldine 

Mail Route, Macarthur is in a denser environment than the other regions examined throughout 

this report.  Sidewalks line the street along Aldine Mail Route with front-facing access to several 

multifamily housing units, auto shops, fast food restaurants, and several locally owned 

restaurants. Instead of limited grocery access, the MacArthur region hosts three grocery stores 

including Kroger, Food City, and La Michoacana, a small meat market.   134

Unlike Carver High School, students who attend MacArthur live in a region much larger. 

The school boundary extends roughly 3 miles to the north and west, 7 miles to the south, and 

134 Google. Maps: Aldine, houston, carver high school, aldine ISD, and MacArthur senior high school. 
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about 2 miles to the east of the school (Source: Google maps, ArcGIS). There almost 21,000 

households residing in the MacArthur High School zone, and only 6,164 live within a mile of the 

school.  135

Considering Keith Weiss Park to the south, the proximity to the Eastex Freeway, and 

adjacency to housing and schools, the area is ripe for opportunities that spur economic growth, 

new affordable housing, and more user-friendly sidewalks for student commuting and resident 

use.  Extending connectivity and creating more access points to amenities could develop a safer, 

more unified sense of place for the residents living along a major thoroughfare and the sprawl 

that comes with it. This can be achieved through sidewalk expansion, landscaping, and extending 

135 Food access research atlas. in United States Department of Agriculture [database online]. 2015 [cited 05/12 
2016]. Available 
from http://www.ers.usda.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas
.aspx#.U8QwNPldUnV). 
 

http://www.ers.usda.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx#.U8QwNPldUnV).
http://www.ers.usda.gov.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx#.U8QwNPldUnV).
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the sidewalks through neighborhoods to the MacArthur Ninth Grade School and through Keith 

Weiss Park. The table below describes current amenities and necessities within a one mile radius 

of MacArthur. Although the chart appears to have adequate resources within the radius, they are 

not necessarily in satisfactory condition. Merely taking inventory of the quantity of local 

conveniences is like only solving half of a puzzle. Instead, planners and developers should also 

account for the appearance, building conditions, and functionality of the entire scope of work. 

Including both the amount and quality of resources purveys an accurate understanding of the 

existing region while avoiding potential deceptive information. To that extent, a tour throughout 

the MacArthur High School region was performed to gain acclimation about what the conditions 

are really like. 

 
Table 4.1 Existing Amenities Within One Mile of MacArthur Senior High School 

EXISTING AMENITIES WITHIN ONE MILE OF MACARTHUR SR. HIGH SCHOOL 
Grocery Kroger, Food City, La Michoacana Meat Market 
Hotel None 
Bus Stop Access Green Route 
Stores Northwood Plaza, Autozone 
Restaurants Directly across the street: La Reyna Tortilleria, Domino’s, El 

Vaquero, Carlos, Villas, Little Caesar’s, Chinese Wok, Frenchy’s 
Chicken, Los Agaves, La Panza Feliz, Tacorriendo de Monterrey, 
Alma Latina, Jack in the Box 

Homes:  
 

Single family, Capewood Apartments, Pilgrim Place, JLB 
Rockwood, LA Quinta Garden Apartments 

Place of Worship  Aldine Christian Church, Manantial De Vida, Nuevo Comienzo 
W.C., Iglesia de Dios de la Profecia Santa Sion 
 

Health/Pharmacy CVS, Aldine Health Center 
Parks Keith-Weiss Park 
Access to Major Roads Hardy Toll Road, I69 (Eastex Freeway) 
Source: driving tour, author 
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In addition to a number of churches, grocery markets, and housing options, there are six 

schools within a one-mile radius of the high school to which they are zoned. The diagram below 

identifies the location of each school. The schools listed are:  

1. MacArthur Ninth Grade School 
2. MacArthur Senior High School 
3. Hambrick Middle School 
4. Gus A Oleson Elementary School  
5. Orange Grove Elementary School  
6. Stephens Elementary School 

The scope of the MacArthur proposal applies directly to the 6,164 households within the 

one-mile radius, which equates to almost 24,000 individuals. Although the one-mile region is 

within this project scope, it is important to look beyond the one-mile mark to understand how to 

better serve the rest of the entire boundary through this future plan. 

CHAPTER FIVE: APPLICATION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 
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Place-based Recommendations 

The overarching recommendation for these sites is to transform existing school structures 

into ones that function as community schools. First, this can be achieved through engaging the 

community and encouraging collaboration amongst students, families, teachers, and community 

leaders. Weaving relationships together and beginning to form a partnership amongst all 

stakeholders is necessary for any place to begin to feel like a community. Next, the region should 

apply comprehensive strategies as it begins to retrofit parcels surrounding school clusters within 

a half-mile radius. Compact development, smart growth strategies, and Safe Routes to School 

suggestions and recommendations should be incorporated so as to ensure land use types are 

allocated wisely and student safety is a priority. 

The success of a community school depends on jobs, organizations, housing, and 

amenities surrounding the school site and accessibility for organizations, offices, and volunteers 

to be near and a part of the community in which they serve. In short, to use schools as a 

neighborhood anchor that can lead to an effective community school model and a more unified 

community in general. 

Many argue that creating smaller schools with lower student to teacher ratios is the key to 

academic reform. However, in some cases building a new inventory of small schools in a 

preexisting, low-income school district is simply not financially feasible. For Aldine, building 

new, small schools would likely present a large financial burden, as the district would need to 

provide funding for the construction and operations & maintenance, OM. In addition to building 

and operations costs, they would also need to account for the salaries of all personnel required. 
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An effective, qualified team of faculty and staff is important to ensure that each school could 

become self-sufficient and successful so as to adhere to the greater vision and instruction of 

Aldine ISD leadership. The cost-benefit ratio is also important in that school districts should 

consider investing in the opportunities that benefit the greatest number of its students. The case 

for small schools, while effective and ideal, is not the current answer for Aldine as small schools 

would only provide opportunities to a minute percentage of the overall student population. 

Therefore, AISD should instead consider implementing innovative community planning concepts 

that utilize existing schools in operation to incorporate smart growth and community engagement 

concepts within and around the school site. While many community school advocates urge for 

smaller schools, this may not be the best option for a Title I school district like the Aldine ISD. 

Each school requires its own personnel to facilitate administration, teaching, property 

maintenance, and so on. In an area that has limited funding resources, creating small schools may 

not be the best answer. Instead, a retrofit of the school grounds and the surrounding ½ mile 

radius could develop a sense of community and increase walkability. However, at the same time, 

if the school district plans to build a new school, they should consider building it in a centralized 

location accessible by foot. 

SITE 1: CARVER/EARLY VICTORY PROPOSAL 
 

Given the knowledge gained from the research about both sites, one site was selected to 

further examine applicable options for design and development on a neighborhood scale. The site 

chosen was the cluster of schools along Victory Drive, including Carver High School and 

Victory Early College High School. Reasoning for this selection rests in both the diversity of 
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learning opportunities available at each school, its close proximity to the White Oak Bayou, and 

its fifty-plus acres available for public green space.  

The land on both sides of Victory Drive present great spatial opportunities for 

development around the schools located there. Bethune Academy, Carver High School, and 

Victory Early College High School are all along Victory Drive with vacant, underutilized open 

space along Sunnyhill Street. After understanding best practices previously mentioned, a viable 

option for this site is to apply compact, mixed-use development strategies along the Victory 

Drive corridor to bring more affordable housing, public green space, and a supermarket to the 

areas surrounding the existing school sites.  

Figure 5.1 Current Land Use – Carver High/Victory Region 

 

Source: Author 
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Figure 5.2 Future Land Use, Carver High/Victory Region 

 

Source: author 

In the first chapter we learned that funding alone is unlikely answer to the challenges 

students face at school. However, funding plays a critical role in implementing innovative 

improvement. 

The Houston area has several pockets zoned as “Tax Increment Reinvestment Zones”, 

also know as TIRZ. According to the City of Houston, “Tax Increment Reinvestment Zones 

(TIRZs) are special zones created by City Council to attract new investment in an area. TIRZs 
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help finance costs of redevelopment and encourage development in areas that would otherwise 

not attract sufficient market development in a timely manner. Taxes attributable to new 

improvements (tax increments) are set-aside in a fund to finance public improvements within the 

boundaries of the zone.”  136

An area qualifies for the reinvestment based on its current conditions and whether or not 

they hinder potential new investment. Figure 5.2 identifies what these qualifying traits are, as 

designated by the City of Houston.  

Figure 5.3 City of Houston TIRZ Criteria  137

 
The powers of TIRZs lie in the hands of the municipality or county.  The municipality or 138

county is given authority to acquire property, reconstruct infrastructure, protect historic sites, 

invest in beautification and conservation, and to propose, approve, and implement plans.  These 139

decisions are implemented through an appointed Board of Directors comprised of county and 

136 Programs - tax increment reinvestment zones. [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from 
http://www.houstontx.gov/ecodev/tirz.html. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid. 

http://www.houstontx.gov/ecodev/tirz.html%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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municipality representatives and leaders, and their role is to “issue bonds, impose taxes or fees, 

exercise the power of eminent domain; or give final approval to the project plan.”  A project 140

plan and financial plan are required, as they articulate the scope of work and its economic 

feasibility.  Once approved, tax increment financing (TIF) is applied. It can be defined as, “the 141

ability to capture and use most of the increased local property tax revenues from new 

development within a defined geographic area for a defined period of time without approval of 

the other taxing jurisdictions. It is a tool that cities, counties, economic development authorities 

(EDAs), port authorities, and housing and redevelopment agencies (HRAs) can use to spur 

private development.   142

Development needs of both suggested sites would benefit from TIRZ. In many cases 

around the country, tax increment financing is a viable financing option for placed in need 

invested renovation by private developers.  

Benchmarks for Success: Quantitative 

The ultimate goal of implementing a community-school model through place-based 

design is only as strong as the ability to determine if or when the project is a success. In short, 

how does one measure whether or not the strategy benefitted the surrounding community? First, 

it is important to evaluate the initial benefits new development could provide the selected site. 

Next, it is also imperative to review analytics over time so that the long-run impacts, whether 

positive or negative, can be understood. Examples of tangible, measureable benchmarks for 

success could be determining how many more households are able to access supermarkets and 

140 Ibid. 
141 Ibid. 
142 What is tax increment financing? [cited 05/12 2016]. Available from http://www.ehlers-inc.com/blog/tag/hra/. 

http://www.ehlers-inc.com/blog/tag/hra/%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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schools, how many affordable housing units are created, how the investment changed student 

mobility rates, added office square footage, decreased food disparity, and how many jobs are 

created.  

A greater example is to observe the Carver High School community development 

proposal as a whole. If the proposed plan is implemented, there are a series of measureable 

benchmarks that identify the benefit the plan offers to both schools and the community 

surrounding them. 

Incorporating mixed-use buildings along the Victory Drive corridor, adding three 

separate multifamily housing locations, retaining the majority of single family units already in 

existence, and introducing a grocery store and plans with similar land use represented in the 

future land use map above are implemented above will provide great potential benefits to the 

area and the area’s students. Below are some of the added amenities and benefits infill 

development, with the schools as the anchor, can offer: 

1. Over 11.2 miles of sidewalks can be added, with more pedestrian access to schools, 

offices, and neighborhood conveniences.  

2. An accessible 45,000 square foot neighborhood grocery market. This market not only 

provides access to healthy food options, but policies could be established that ensure 

that a large percentage of employees hired are local community members. Over 8,300 

more households will have a grocery store less than a mile from their home. 

3. 56.7 acres of added public green space available for bike trails, walking paths, and 

outdoor performances. 

4. Schools with nearby affordable housing, jobs, public space, and sidewalks.  
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5. Over 700,000 square feet of land available for new multifamily housing subsidies 

according to varying levels of Area Median Income (AMI). 

6. Over 1.2 million square feet available for office, retail, and mixed-use development. 

 
 
 
Figure 5.4 Carver High & Victory High Proposed Rendering of Implementation Benefits 

 
Source: author 

 

Benchmarks for Success: Qualitative 

Adding quality to a neighborhood is often visibly noticeable, but challenging to measure. 

As mentioned in previous chapters, the definitions of successful schools range from graduation 

rates to safe learning environments. Considering this, some might solely define school or 
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community success strictly in terms of quantitative values. Alternatively, others might identify 

success as the noticeable change they experience in quality of life. Although the definition of 

success of a school varies greatly, adding a sense of place, safety, and pride for students and the 

community surrounding its campus remains important. Some qualitative benchmarks include 

convenience, connectivity, community pride, feelings of security, residential stability, and the 

ability to enjoy the beauty of public green space. Some qualitative benefits of the Carver High 

School proposed plan share traits with the previous examples and more.  

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

In addition to the aforementioned place-based recommendations, below are some 

generalized, macro-level concepts applicable to other school hub projects.  

 
COMMUNITY SCHOOLS AS COMMUNITY HUBS: ABC’s of Success 

Based on research and findings from Aldine Independent School District Analysis 

A. ACTIVATE SAFE SIDEWALK METHODS 

a. The neighborhood should invest in infrastructure providing safe sidewalks and 

intersections. Sidewalks should not compensate for the block leading up a 

school’s entrance but instead extend into the parcels designated for single and 

multifamily housing. 

B. BRING A NEIGHBORHOOD GROCERY STORE TO THE NEIGHBORHOOD. 

If a low-income, exurban neighborhood does not already have a pedestrian-friendly grocery 

market, it should. A supermarket equips residents with healthy foods they need to thrive. 

Without it, the marginalized population without cars is left with limited nutritious 

options. Additionally, a grocery market in the local neighborhood provides jobs.  
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C. CONTINUE COLLABORATION EFFORTS BEYOND DEVELOPMENT. 

The planning process must begin with engaging current stakeholders and seeking to serve the 

existing community. Also, those desiring to implement compact development around schools 

should remember that students are also stakeholders. If possible, leaders in the planning 

process should strive to encourage students to be a part of the process and take ownership in 

helping make decisions for their own community.  

Joint use agreements should be applied to maximize the usage of a school site. Providing 

community organizations with access to useable space after school hours, using classrooms 

for extended learning opportunities for adults in the neighborhood, and using the parking 

spaces for weekend farmers’ markets and events is a creative way to make the school site 

itself benefit the community around it.  

Engaging in partnerships with community-based organizations and nearby companies to 

streamline a collaborative learning experience for students is encouraged, as modeled in the 

Baltimore Family League case study.  143

D. DESIGN FOR THE NEEDS OF THE COMMUNITY, NOT FOR UTOPIA 

a. Not all neighborhoods are alike. A place-based design approach is important 

because it accounts for the needs of the community and promotes improvement 

in the areas needed most.  

b. Avoid the damaging impacts of displacement not only through adding affordable 

units at different levels of AMI.  

143 Community schools awards for excellence. in Institute for Educational Leadership [database online]. 2015 [cited 
05/12 2016]. Available from http://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/communityschools-awards2015_0.pdf. 

http://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/communityschools-awards2015_0.pdf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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c. Understand the local economy to know options will help the most people already 

living in the area find sustainable jobs. Also, look for ways to help boost their 

economy and generate new jobs and more revenue without driving the current 

residents out of their jobs and homes. Suggest a local policy than provides a 

percentage of jobs to people living in the zip codes of this area. 

E. ENCOURAGE ENVIRONMENTAL CONCEPTS 

a. Infill development in a centralized location around schools not only helps 

parents/guardians with traffic congestion on the way to drop off their children, 

but it also helps with the residual negative impact congestion contributes to air 

pollution. Instead of adding cars to the road, try to add amenities by 

neighborhood anchor school clusters. 

b. Sidewalks benefit not only an individual’s ability to access resources they need, 

but it also reduces cars on the street. Seek to extend sidewalks into 

neighborhoods so that the current residents have access to the proposed future 

development once it is built. 

c. Add opportunities for people to enjoy being outside through public green space, 

bike trails, and programming of outdoor spaces. 

F. FUND COMMUNITY SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS THROUGH VARIOUS 

SOURCES 

a. Funds should be raised for community programs that benefit students, such as 

after-school care, mentorships, and affordable summer camps. While there is no 

formula for where funding should come from, utilizing the relationships built in 
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community collaboration efforts can lead to funding from the organizations in 

which they serve. 

G. GENERATE DATA & ANALYSES REPORTS REGULARLY TO MEASURE 

SUCCESS 

a. Continue to assess data collected each year to measure benchmarks for success 

and identify areas for improvement.  

H. HOLISTIC, NOT SILOED  

a. The leaders of schools and communities should work in concert with one 

another. Try to avoid a silo approach where each organization operates on its 

own and does not relate to another entity. Instead, a comprehensive plan 

leverages all community assets while strengthening specific weaknesses.  

I. IMPLEMENT INNOVATIVE LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 

a. Students, eager for fun experiences, should find excitement in their learning 

environment. The learning environment should not equate to one classroom, but 

rather the entire neighborhood in which it is located.  

b. Community and school leaders should enthusiastically promote usage of public 

space through creative programming ideas. One idea is to use outdoors 

performance spaces for school shows, concerts, dance recitals, and science 

demonstrations. 

J. JOIN TOGETHER TO CELEBRATE THE VICTORIES OF STUDENTS 

a. Many students in Title I schools not only face academic hardships and possibly 

other challenges at home or in their communities. Communities should seek to 
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find creative ways for celebrating student success. For a child or teen, knowing 

they are supported could make all the difference in their academic career. 

Obviously, these recommendations are generalized and basic which suggest that the fine-tuning 

of detailed design should occur on a case-by-case, local scale.  

 

 

CHAPTER 6: ARGUMENTS 
 
Argument 1: In most cases, building new, small schools with lower student to teacher ratios is 

desirable. In Aldine, this is not the best next step forward. 
 

Many argue that small schools offering an increased amount of one-on-one attention to 

all students is the best way to improve academic performance. While, yes, the case for this 

argument in other cases has been known to help provide students with the instructional attention 

they need to succeed, it is not always a feasible solution. Because of the limited budget and 

supply of personnel, Aldine should begin community development around existing school sites 

instead of building new, small ones. Instead of reconstructing new school sites, AISD should 

implement a community school approach to public schools within the district already in 

existence. The funding required to build new neighborhood schools should be invested in 

programs and renovation efforts for the schools in operation. That way, instead of only 

benefitting a small population of students through small schools Aldine could allocate its 

resources of time, personnel, and money towards implementing community school models 

through its current schools. This can be achieved through development around a cluster of 

schools so as to implement schools as neighborhood anchor approach. As a result, communities 
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form around operating educational facilities and maximize opportunities for students who attend 

them and minimize new up-front costs associated with new school development. 

Argument 2: Funding for schools are an important piece, but not the cure for all challenges 

low-income school districts and students face.  

Considering that many of these students need to feel safe, experience a sense of place, 

and find encouragement in their own community, funding alone will not satisfy these needs. 

Schools are in need of a community safety net where funding is one thread, but not the only type 

of investment. Instead, the threads of community engagement, urban planning tactics, and 

funding should be woven together and offer students a holistic educational experience that 

nourishes their social, emotional, and academic needs. 

 

CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 
 

Because the Aldine Independent School district is located along the periphery of the city, 

it is missing resources that engender wellbeing and establish a sense of community amongst its 

residents. Substandard schools and communities correlate with the composition of the location in 

which they are found. Extensive analyses of both the strengths and weaknesses of the Aldine 

Independent School District demonstrate the positive impact urban planning methods can have 

on the half-mile region surrounding the school and beyond. The final conclusions will 

summarize how the proposed plan is not only could benefit AISD but could set the stage for 

redevelopment in other fringe neighborhoods across the country. The recommendations below 

not only provide solutions, but also further best practices for future compact development in 

exurban sprawl neighborhoods. 
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