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VAUGHAN METROPOLITAN CENTRE SUB-COMMITTEE OF COUNCIL NOVEMBER 13, 2013

URBAN AND SUBURBAN SCHOOL SITE DESIGN
FILE 15.117

WARDS 1-5

Recommendation

The Commissioner of Planning recommends:

1. THAT the draft report entitied “School Site Planning Workshop, City of Vaughan” Be
Received;
2, THAT a copy of this report containing staff's comments on suburban and urban school

site planning be forwarded to the York Region District School Board, Catholic District
School Board, Region of York, the Ministries of Municipal Affairs and Housing, the
Ministry of Education and Ministry of Infrastructure Ontario to be considered as part of
future review of the Growth Plan and relevant legislation; and

3. THAT City staff continue to work toward the deveiopment of an Urban School prototype
with a Public Sector stakeholder group, including but not limited to, York Region District
School Board, Catholic District School Board, Region of York and the Province
respecting the development of urban schools.

Contribution to Sustainability

The future development of urban schools in the City of Vaughan will support compact urban form,
potentially mixed use development and the more efficient use of land as a resource.

Economic Impact

There is no economic impact resulting from this report. Preparation for the presentation and
workshop began in 2011 and was funded through the 2011 Departmental Budget.

Communications Plan

All stakeholders including the Region of York, York Region District School Board, York Catholic
District Scheol Board, Vaughan Metropolitan Centre owners and the Province have been notified
of the report being on the agenda of the November 14, 2013 Vaughan Metropalitan Centre Sub-
Committee of Council Meeting.

Purpose

The purpose of this report is to provide Council with an update on the status of the January 2012
Suburban and Urban School Site Design and Buildings Workshop and the progress to date on
addressing concerns raised by stakeholders on the issue of achieving urban schools in the City of
Vaughan, particularly as it pertains to the Vaughan Metropolitan Centre.

Background -~ Analysis and Options

1. The City of Vaughan School Site Planning Workshop

in December of 2011, recognizing concerns raised by stakeholders on the Vaughan Metropclitan
Centre Secondary Plan and Intensification Areas in Vaughan preparation began for a workshop,
to be hosted by the City of Vaughan, respecting suburban and urban school site and building
design. The genesis of the Workshop was to provide a forum for the discussion of issues



surrounding school site design and to seek advice and input from the attending participants on
opportunities to improve the process and methods used when selecting and designing schoo!
sites.

The City of Vaughan retained the services of a team of consultants headed by Montgomery
Sisam Architects including: Victor Ford Associates — Landscape Architects, BA Consulting Group
- traffic engineering and Swerhun- facilitation and decision support. The consulting group was
responsible for the following duties:

i. Conduct research on best practices for school site organization;

ii. Design, prepare, and deliver a presentation on the topic of school site organization and
design;

iii. Facilitate the workshop; and,

iv, Provide a written report including graphics, an executive summary and future actions/next
steps

On January 20, 2013 Policy Planning hosted the resulting workshop. In order to facilitate a well-
rounded discussion, which would address alf the potential issues, the list of workshop participants
was diverse with representation from the urban design, planning, and transportation engineering
departments of a number of municipalities across Ontario including Hamilton, Toronto, Vaughan,
Brampton, Windsor, Aurora, Whitby, Markham and Oakville.

Also in attendance were representatives from the various school boards including the York
Region and Toronto District School Boards, the York and Toronto Catholic District School Boards,
as well as other organizations such as Metrolinx.

2. The Presentation

Participants at the Workshop were asked to consider four major themes with respect to school
site design: School and Community; Best Use of Site; Health and Safety; and Economy.

i. School and Community: Four perspectives were discussed with respect to School and
Community; 1) the best relationship between the programming components of a school
and how they can be organized to provide benefit to the school and community; 2) how
the public components of the school building programming can relate to and contribute to
the community; 3) how can the exterior of the school building and site layout contribute to
the pubiic realm; and, 4) how can the image of the school building contribute to the
neighbourhood and community as a source of municipal pride.

ii. Best Use of Site: Three perspectives were discussed respecting the best use of land; 1)
where should the school site be located in the community and how should the building be
designed on the site to increase the amount of pedestrian traffic between the school and
community; 2) where should the building be located on the site to minimize the vehicular
traffic needed for the school te function; and, 3) how can the building and site be
designed to provide the maximum amount of landscape open space.

iii. Health and Safety: Three perspectives were considered respecting health and safety; 1)
how to arrange sidewalks, driveways, drop-off/pick-up activities and building entrances to
minimize the number of vehicle and pedestrian cross-overs and make it easy for
pedestrians to access the site; 2) how to plan recreation activities away from parking and
loading spaces; and, 3) how can the building be configured to maximize sight lines and
physical connections hetween the open space of the school complex and public open
space in order to provide the highest degree of safety and security.

iv. Economy; Three perspectives were also considered with respect to the economics of
school design; 1} How to obtain the best designs while still meeting the requirements of



stakeholders, while meeting the construction cost targets; 2) how to best design the

building to manage on-going maintenance costs; and, 3} how can the building and site be
designed to optimize best practices for sustainable design including a reduced footprint.

The workshop participants where then presented with four case studies of school site design.
Two of which were considered traditional suburban designs and 2 case studies which were
considered urban schools.

Suburban_School Sites: The two suburban sites used as case studies where more
traditional in the proposed site layout requiring larger parcels of land for elementary
school design. The case studies were focused on the Meadowvale Sheppard School in
Toronto and the second being the Lincoln Alexander Public School in York Region.

With respect to the Toronto suburban school case study the issues surrounding vehicular
and pedestrian access were key considerations. The school board wanted fo use the
sireet right-of-way for drop-off/pick-up in order to maximize the area of the site available
for recreation and landscape. However, the City wanted to have all drop-off/pick-up
contained on the school property in order to avoid neighbourhood complaints of traffic
congestion and allow for easy snow clearing unencumbered by cars parked or idling in
the street right-of-way.

The second example the Lincoln Alexander Public School in York Region is an example
of a site layout which contains the vehicular drop-off/pick-up activities and the associated
parking on the subject lands. This example was provided for discussion purposes as the
consulting team presented a number of options to achieve the desired traffic
accommodation while not requiring the building to be setback from the adjacent street.
The options presented by the consulting team required the public right-of-way to be
utilized for drop-off/pick-up.

It should be noted that it was the opinion of the consultant that when vehicular traffic can
be accommodated in the street right-of-way, the relationship between the building and the
street improves, the amount of land available for the programming of outdoor activities on
site increases, and if done appropriately, traffic flow would not be disrupted.

Urban School Sites: The two urban school sites used as case studies were the York
School, an independent school in Toronto and the School at Columbia University in New
York City.

The Toronto urban school site, named The York School is located on Yonge Street in
close proximity to St. Clair Avenue. The project can be considered a mixed use
development as it was a conversion and addition to two adjoining office buildings. The
building has prominent street frontage and is in close proximity to the public sidewalk
along Yonge Street. The rear of the building which was previously used for parking is now
outdoor open space. The new school is well serviced by public transit and did not require
parking as the City of Toronto zoning does not require parking for staff or visitors.

Through the application review and public consultation process, discussion focused on
the drop-offipick-up activity potentialiy creating traffic congestion. The solution was to
provide a turn-around within the rear lot of the school site that is converted to a
play/recreation area during school hours between drop-off and pick-up times.

The second example of an urban school is the School at Columbia University in New
York City, New York. The school at Columbia University occupies the second and third
floor of a 12-storey mixed use commercial retail and residential building adjacent to the
Columbia University Campus on the upper west side of Manhattan. The school is
situated above the ground floor retail and below the residential floors. The school has a



separate entrance and elevator and includes a full size gym/auditorium, classrooms,
cafeteria and student and staff services. Two separate rooftop gardens are used as
outdoor recreation areas. Similar to the Toronto example no visitor or staff parking has
been provided.

The case studies were used to seek feedback from the participants at the Workshop on school
site planning. Workshop participants were then placed in groups (with a representative from the
various disciplines in each group} and asked to consider how to address the issues and
opportunities related to the sites, Participants were asked to focus on the following questions
while keeping in mind the relevant themes discussed earlier;

i, From your experience with school site design, what works? What doesn’t work, and why?
i What suggestions or ideas do you have to address what doesn’t work?

iii. Based on your discussion, are there 3-5 criteria that you feel should drive site design? If
so, what are they?

"2 Do you have any other advice for the City of Vaughan as they move forward with their
thinking about school site design? (e.g. Next Steps)

The outcomes of the workshop have been summarized in the report entitted, Schoo! Site
Planning Workshop — Gity of Vaughan, which forms Attachment 1 to this report. Section 2.0 Key
Themes in the Feedback Received details the breakout groups’ responses to the posed
guestions.

3. Application of Urban School Site Model in the Vaughan Metropolitan Centre {VMC)

The Vaughan Metropolitan Centre Secondary Plan addresses the need and requirements for
school uses. To support the development of the Vaughan Metropolitan Centre (VMC) to its full
build out, both the York Region District School Board and the Cathalic District School Board have
identified the need for as many as 5 elementary schools. The ultimate number of schools will be
determined based on the build out and the amount of residential development in the VMC and the
resulting school age demographic. The Secondary Plan also states that the exact size, location
and phasing of each school shall be determined in consultation with the school boards prior to
any planning approvals. The size and configuration of each school site generally shall be
consistent with the policies or requirements of the respective school boards. However, any
changes from the current school board policies and requirements shall be permitted provided the
necessary school boards agree. Policy 7.2.4 of the Vaughan Metropolitan Secondary Plan
states the following;

“The site size, site layout and built form of schools shall be compatible with the planned
form of development in the VMC. To ensure compatibility, the School Boards shall be
encouraged to develop alternative standards for new schools in high density
neighbourhoods, and the City shall collaborate with the School Boards and the Region of
York to ensure the alternative standards are appropriate for the VMC.”

This gives all agencies involved in the required process an opportunity to consider applying urban
schooal site layout concepts to the development of school sites in the VMC.

In addition, Policy 7.2.4 states; "The standards should optimize the use of land by promating
muiti-storey school buildings and minimizing parking and pick-up/drop-off areas.” And Palicy 7.2.5
provides that, “Arrangements between the School Boards and developers that result in relatively
compact schools and the integration of school parking requirements in adjacent developments
shall be encouraged.”
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In planning for a compact urban downtown area, the VMC Secondary Plan encourages an
alternative paradigm to the current suburban model for school sites. Such an alternative
approach reflects the concepts discussed at the Workshop with respect to school site design on
urban sites.

4, Chstacles to the Development of Urban Schools

Although examples of urban school site design exist, the concept of a purpose planned urban
school is relatively new to the City of Vaughan in particular and York Region in general. Through
on-going discussions with the York Region District School Board and the York Catholic District
School Board, York Region and the representatives from the Province some of the noted
obstacles are as follows:

i The Current School Development Funding Model: Through our research and discussions
with both school boards it has come to our attention that there are two components to the
funding model. Firstly, Education Development Charges {(EDCs) are used to pay for the
purchase of land only, and are not available to finance construction costs. The Education
Act makes provision for school boards to pass by-laws to collect development charges to
pay for land.

School construction is paid for by the Province of Ontario on a project by project basis.
Funding for school construction is based on the number of pupils, a set area (square
footage) per pupil and a set dollar cost per square foot. The Province’s current funding
model does not provide allocation for the construction of an urban school which
contemplates factors such as underground parking, deviating from the standard 2-storey
building type (for elementary schools) to a compact building design proposing more than
2-storeys as well as other premiums which may be associated with an urban school. The
timing and availability of funds at the planning stage is also a limiting factor when dealing
with proposals to integrate schools into mixed-use developments.

The school boards do not have a tax base, and in turn they cannot raise funds to address
the additional costs. Changes to the funding mode! need to be addressed at the
provinciai level.

ii. What exactly is an Urban School: All stakeholders need to agree on a clear definition and
understanding of what components go into creating an Urban School. The Workshop
mandate focused on the design, site layout and site circulation of both urban and
suburban schools. But through discussions with the stakeholders, design and site plan
issues are just one component which need to be considered. Other matters which should
be considered in the discussion include funding, curriculum requirements and school
programming.

fii. Current Planning Tools Do Not Address the idea of Urban Schools: The school boards
have noted that a different approach to how land is acquired may be necessary in areas
such as the Urban Growth Centres, as defined by the Provincial Growth Plan, such as
the VMC. The current method of acquiring land through the draft plan of subdivision
process is not as efficient in Urban Growth Centres as it has been previously in other
parts of the City. Much of the tand holdings in the VMC desirable for school sites may not
be developed by way of draft plan of subdivision as no public streets are being proposed.

5. Next Steps

Based on the outcome of the Workshop it is clear that there are alternative models available that
can be adapted to areas like the VMC. However, there is institutional caution that will need to be
overcome. The City is currently facing resistance, by way of private Ontarioc Municipal Board
appeals against the VMC plan over the school site sizes and locations. In exploring other



options, the school boards will have to be assured that they can still fulfill their respective
mandates with smaller, more intensely developed sites.

As a follow-up, a conference call was convened by the City's Planning Commission with
Provincial representatives from the Ministries of Municipal Affairs and Housing, the Ministry of
Education and Ministry of Infrastructure, representatives of the York Region Public and Catholic
School Boards and York Region to explore how the concept of Urban Schools can be advanced,
especially as it applies to the Urban Growth Centres under the Growth Plan. The consensus was
that further work should be undertaken in identifying and developing prototypes that may be
applicable to the VMC. These discussions could include consideration of shared facilities
between the School Boards, the City and York Region (e.g. Joint use of park and school yard
facilities and shared buildings housing schools, libraries and community facilities). This work
would also identify other institutional issues that may be problematic. If this approach is
successful, it would be appropriate to undertake a pilot project to test the concept on a particular
site, possibly in conjunction with an affected landowner.

The following next steps are recommended:

i. Release of the School Site Planning Workshop Final Report: Subsequent to this meeting
the Schoof Site Planning Workshop City of Vaughan Final Report dated January 3, 2013
will be released to all the participants of the January 20"‘, 2013 Workshop.

i Create a Forum for Dialogue: Staff at the will continue to meet with the public sector
stakeholders, including the Region of York, the School Boards and the Province to further
discussions respecting the issue of Urban Schools, with a view to problem solving and
concept development at the government/school board level,

iii. Holding a Government/School Board Workshop: Conduct a workshop focusing on the
development of key principles and program elements that could be tested as a pilot
project, possibly in the VMC.

iv. Conduct Public Consultation and Undertake a Pilot Project: Engage the public and
consider options for undertaking a Pilot Project.

Relationship to Vaughan Vision 2020/Strategic Plan

The Workshop on Suburban and Urban School Site Design and Buildings is consistent with the
priorities set be Council in the Vaughan Vision 20/20 Plan.

Regional Implications

The Region of York has released a report tited “Best Practices for Planning Cenires and
Corridors dated September 26, 2013 in which Section 2.6 “Community” also discusses the
challenges and approaches to developing community facilities including school sites in dense
urban environments. As stakeholders, representatives from the Region of York were in
attendance at the Workshop and have also participated in more recent discussions with the City
and stakeholder group at large.

Conclusion

Staff has taken the information from the Suburban and Urban School Sites Workshop, conducted
further research and initiated a forum for dialogue with the relevant stakeholders to begin the
process of understanding the obstacles to developing urban schools, with the hope of resolving
the obstacles and developing practical solutions that can be applied in areas like the VMC. Next
steps include the release of the School Site Planning Workshop City of Vaughan Final Report,
January 3, 2013 which is the last commitment made with respect to the Workshop. Moving
forward staff intends to continue to meet with key stakeholders in the hopes of furthering
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discussions, which would ultimately allow the City to move forward with the development of
school sites in the VMC creating the vision of a complete community as established through the
VMC Secondary Plan.

Attachments
1. Draft School Site Planning Workshop City of Vaughan, dated January 3, 2013,

Report prepared by:

Arminé Hassakourians, Planner, ext. 8368
Roy McQuillin, Manager of Policy Planning, ext. 8211

Respectfully submitted,

Commissioner of Plgnning
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