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Introduction

Community development in the United States encom-
passes a wide array of efforts to improve communities at a 
local scale. Community development scholarship within 
planning, however, has largely ignored the significance of 
public schools and choice-driven school reform for local 
communities. This is surprising, given the breadth of com-
munity development practice and the recognition within 
the field of the diverse processes that intersect to shape the 
lives of local residents. With some notable exceptions 
(e.g., Baum 2003; Bierbaum 2018b; Silverman 2014a; 
Vincent 2014), planning scholars have not engaged the 
roles schools play in neighborhoods or the community 
implications of policy changes that have dramatically 
altered the structure and governance of public education in 
the United States over the past two decades.

This article examines community responses to school clo-
sures in Philadelphia to reveal the intersections community 
members identified between neighborhood schools and core 
domains of community development practice. That is, the 
closure process is not the focus of this study; rather, it serves 
as a catalyzing event that prompted community members to 
articulate the particular ways that they understood their 
school to matter for their community. I argue that these inter-
sections provide guidance for how community development 
scholars and practitioners should begin more actively engag-
ing with local schools.

The conditions of schools and neighborhoods are inter-
twined, and schools have implications for local and regional 
development trajectories (Baum 2004; Silverman 2014b; 
Vincent 2006). Poor communities of color in U.S. cities 
have for generations fought the limitations of under-
resourced neighborhood schools (Anyon 2014; Logan and 
Burdick-Will 2015; Squires and Kubrin 2005). And yet, 
there has remained a persistent divide between efforts to 
improve schools and efforts to improve neighborhoods. As 
Taylor (2005) argued, school reform in the United States has 
become separated from its roots in the 1960s fights for com-
munity control, morphing into a building-focused approach 
that ignores neighborhood conditions. Conversely, the field 
of community development has focused on practically 
everything but schools, tracing a parallel arc from commu-
nity power building to professionalized service provision 
across a breadth of local needs, although particularly in the 
arenas of housing and economic development (Newman and 
Lake 2006). Although it is beginning to change, engaging 
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with schools has not been part of this agenda (see, for exam-
ple, Naimark 2015).

Some scholars have called for greater integration of edu-
cation and neighborhood initiatives, seeing benefit for both 
schools and communities (e.g., Noguera 1996; Silverman 
2014a; Warren 2005). Others have argued that schools and 
school buildings should be conceptualized as tools (Chung 
2002) or assets (Kretzmann 1992) for community develop-
ment. These voices, however, remain peripheral. I argue that 
community development scholars and practitioners should 
find ways to bridge this gap and to integrate engagement 
with schools into the broader scope of their work. Failure to 
make these connections and to integrate them into commu-
nity development theory and practice means that the nega-
tive consequences of struggling public schools for poor 
communities are bemoaned but never grasped as potential 
lines of engagement with the capacity to strengthen both 
schools and communities. In this paper, I argue that the 
breadth of significance that residents attribute to schools 
reveals potential avenues for community development efforts 
to engage with schools in mutually beneficial ways.

In 2013, the School District of Philadelphia (SDP), facing 
a fiscal crisis and declining enrollment, sought to close 
approximately one-sixth of the schools it operated. In identi-
fying schools to be closed, the District prioritized maximiz-
ing fiscal savings and educational effectiveness. What the 
District’s closure process did not address were the broader 
implications of school closures for neighborhoods. 
Neighborhood stakeholders,1 however, made these connec-
tions, protesting the ramifications they foresaw for their 
communities. In this article, I describe the intersections that 
neighborhood stakeholders drew between school closures 
and four core arenas of community development practice: 
the social, institutional, economic, and physical domains of 
their neighborhoods. That is, the research aims not to charac-
terize the full scope of arguments made for and against 
school closures, nor to evaluate the efficacy of Philadelphia’s 
school closure process, but rather to identify and describe the 
ways stakeholders framed closures as relevant to neighbor-
hood social, institutional, economic, and physical domains. 
By doing so, this paper reveals specific areas of intersection 
and possibilities for intervention, proposing priority starting 
points for community development scholars and practitio-
ners to begin more actively engaging with neighborhood 
schools. The analysis reveals the following:

1. Within the social domain, stakeholders framed 
schools as social hubs and sources of social support.

2. Within the institutional domain, stakeholders pro-
tested the loss of a neighborhood organization in 
places where there are few.

3. Within the economic domain, stakeholders tied 
schools to neighborhood development trajectories 
and decried effects of closures on local businesses 
and real estate.

4. Within the physical domain, stakeholders denounced 
the creation of another large, vacant building and the 
potential for such buildings to be redeveloped for 
purposes not in the community’s interest.

The connections evidenced in these findings between schools 
and community development underscore the community 
development potential inherent within an infrastructure of 
publicly owned neighborhood schools. In an era when many 
cities are dismantling this infrastructure, an agenda probing 
these possibilities is needed within planning and community 
development scholarship and practice.

The article proceeds along these lines. The next section 
briefly reviews literature engaging the community implica-
tions of school closures, followed by a section framing four 
domains of community development practice to organize 
the empirical analysis. The fourth section provides back-
ground on the 2013 school closures in Philadelphia and a 
description of methods. The next section draws on qualita-
tive data to describe the ways neighborhood stakeholders 
framed schools slated for closure in terms of the social, 
institutional, economic, and physical domains of their 
neighborhoods. A closing discussion outlines a research 
agenda to support bridging the divide between school 
improvement and community development efforts.

School Closures and Local 
Communities

Demographic shifts have always caused schools to close. 
However, the recent mass school closures in cities such as 
Philadelphia, Chicago, and New York are not attributable 
solely to population changes, but represent the consequence 
of expanding choice policies and charter school sectors that 
draw students and resources away from traditional public 
schools (Bierbaum 2018b; Lipman 2011b; Nuamah 2017; 
Weber, Farmer, and Donoghue 2018). Such closures have 
multifaceted implications for school districts, students, fami-
lies, and local communities. While some scholarship in edu-
cation and economics has explored the consequences of 
closures for students and student performance (e.g., Brummet 
2014; Kirshner and Pozzoboni 2011), the historic gap 
between community development and schools is evidenced 
in the paucity of planning and community development 
scholarship considering the implications of mass school clo-
sures for local neighborhoods. By probing the connections 
community members drew between school closures and 
neighborhood concerns, this article contributes to a growing, 
interdisciplinary literature that is engaging school closures 
from the perspective of local communities, including (1) 
work framing closures as manifestations of the broader neo-
liberalization of urban space (Buras 2013; Johnson 2013; 
Lipman 2011a, 2011b), (2) research exploring where schools 
are closing and what populations are affected (Burdick-Will, 
Keels, and Schuble 2013; Good 2017b; Weber, Farmer, and 
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Donoghue 2018), and (3) studies focusing on the politics of 
closure processes and their resistance by opponents 
(Bierbaum 2018a, 2018b; Good 2017a; Irwin and Seasons 
2012; Kretchmar 2014; Nuamah 2017; Pappas 2012). Here I 
briefly review (4) scholarship probing the consequences of 
closures for local communities.

Witten, Kearns, McCreanor, and colleagues published 
an array of research during the 2000s exploring the impli-
cations of urban and rural school closures in New Zealand 
for local communities (Kearns et al. 2009; Witten et al. 
2003; Witten, McCreanor, and Kearns 2007; Witten et al. 
2001). They argued that schools play important roles as 
neighborhood institutions, as pieces of the public social 
service infrastructure, and as spaces of community connec-
tion and relationship building. In her study of a school clo-
sure process in Ontario, Canada, Basu (2007, 116) reported 
that residents made similar arguments, highlighting their 
local school’s long-term importance to their neighborhood 
as an institutional resource—a dimension of value not cap-
tured by enrollment-based closure decisions. Others study-
ing closures in both urban and rural settings have 
highlighted the roles schools play as hubs of community 
relational networks (Bondi 1987; Oncescu and Giles 
2014), some tying neighborhood schools explicitly to 
social capital development (Brinig and Garnett 2010; 
Fischel 2006; Witten, McCreanor, and Kearns 2007). 
Along similar lines, Deeds and Pattillo (2015) described 
how students and parents experienced school closure as the 
disruption of a social network. This body of research 
reveals that for many communities, schools not only are 
spaces of education but also constitute critical resources 
across multiple neighborhood domains.

In this article, I contribute to the literature situating the 
implications of school closures within the context of local 
communities. More specifically, I draw on the ways that 
community members described the implications of closures 
for their neighborhoods to outline a set of priorities for how 
community development practitioners and scholars should 
begin to bridge the historic disconnect between community 
development and local schools.

Domains of Community Development 
Practice

The field of community development focuses on investing 
and cultivating social, economic, and political resources in 
low-income and disinvested neighborhoods. Spanning a 
range of normative motivations (Ganapati 2008; Wolf-
Powers 2014), this work includes efforts to strengthen the 
neighborhood social fabric, to organize residents to affect 
external power structures, and to leverage resources into the 
community (Sites, Chaskin, and Parks 2007). Although in 
recent decades often associated with efforts to build afford-
able housing, community development planners and practi-
tioners work across many place-based domains, including 

social capital development, civic-capacity building, social 
service provision, organizational development, nonprofit 
capacity building, community development finance, work-
force development, entrepreneurship support, streetscape 
improvement, environmental resource protection, and parks 
and recreational infrastructure development (see DeFilippis 
and Saegert 2012; G. P. Green and Haines 2016). For the 
purposes of this paper, I organize this breadth of work within 
four dimensions of place: social, institutional, economic, 
and physical.

1. Community development in the social domain 
focuses on the strength and character of the relation-
ships that connect people to each other and the provi-
sion of services to meet social needs (Saegert, 
Thompson, and Warren 2001; Sampson 2012).

2. Community development in the institutional domain 
can be inward- or outward-focused. Neighborhood 
organizations2 can build community connections and 
mediate between diverse groups (Ferman and Kaylor 
2001; Hum 2010). They can also amplify political 
voice and facilitate access to external resources 
(Marwell 2007; Small 2006).

3. Community developers working in the economic 
domain conceptualize neighborhoods in terms of 
economic processes, seeking to cultivate local eco-
nomic growth and to leverage resources into a neigh-
borhood (Boothroyd and Davis 1993; Wiewel, Teitz, 
and Giloth 2012).

4. Community development in the physical domain is 
concerned with how the built and natural environ-
ments affect life for residents (Anguelovski 2013; 
Harwood 2003).

I delineate these four domains of community development 
as an organizing framework for the empirical analysis 
below, in which I consider how neighborhood stakeholders 
protesting the closure of local schools represented school 
closures as issues relevant to the work of community devel-
opment. That is, how did stakeholders relate school clo-
sures to the social, institutional, economic, and physical 
domains of their neighborhoods?

Background and Methods

Following a state-takeover of Philadelphia’s public schools 
in 2002, public education in Philadelphia transitioned 
increasingly toward a “diverse provider” model, in which a 
variety of private entities manage publicly funded schools, 
resulting in a dramatic expansion of charter schools in the 
city (see Gill et al. 2007). By 2012, 27 percent of all publicly 
funded students attended charter schools (Pennsylvania 
Department of Education 2002–2013a, 2002–2013b). The 
move toward charter schools accompanied a broader trend 
toward increasing school choice within the city, where 
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students of all ages—and particularly in high school—com-
mute significant distances to schools other than their in-
boundary neighborhood school.

In April 2012, the SDP announced a five-year plan that 
included closing up to forty schools the following year and 
sixty-four schools over the subsequent five years. The plan 
would further shrink an already bare-bones central office and 
expand the charter sector to include 40 percent of public 
school students in the city (Graham 2012b; Mezzacappa 
2012b; SDP 2012). Opponents understood this infrastructural 
contraction to be a clear step toward the further privatization 
of public education in Philadelphia (Graham 2012c; 
Mezzacappa 2012a). From the District’s standpoint, closing 
schools had become a fiscal necessity in the face of declining 
enrollments and state funding cuts. As the 2011–2012 school 
year came to a close, the SDP estimated a cumulative deficit 
of $1.1 billion dollars over the coming five years (SDP 2012).

In December 2012, Superintendent William Hite released 
recommendations to close thirty-seven elementary, middle, 
and high school buildings across the city, which—if 
approved—would constitute the closure of almost one-sixth 
of the 240 schools administered by the District. Along with 
program closures and grade reshuffling at other facilities, the 
proposed changes were estimated to affect seventeen thou-
sand of the District’s one hundred forty-four thousand stu-
dents and to reap $28 million in annual savings (Graham 
2012a; Herold 2012). Schools recommended for closure 
were identified based on four school-specific metrics: aca-
demic performance, building utilization, building condition, 
and cost savings. Local groups analyzing the recommenda-
tions found that poor and African American students stood to 
be disproportionately affected by the restructuring (Graham 
2013; Socolar 2013). Philadelphia has a strong history of 
neighborhood identity and community-based action, and the 
ensuing months saw vigorous public debate in Philadelphia 
over the proposals, as parents, students, teachers, and com-
munity leaders mobilized to protest the closures. In March 
2013, the state-appointed School Reform Commission (SRC) 
voted on a revised list of closure recommendations, approv-
ing the closure of twenty-three District-run schools, along 
with other program relocation and restructuring.

This paper represents part of a larger project exploring the 
ways neighborhood stakeholders invoked place in protesting 
school closures in Philadelphia in 2013. The research is 
structured as an embedded case study of the closure process 
(Yin 1994), framed around three neighborhoods that had at 
least one school on the closing list: Germantown, Fairhill, 
and Mantua. I analyzed video and transcription records of 
seven public meetings3 the SDP facilitated during the months 
of December 2012 through March 2013 and public comment 
at three SRC meetings held during the same window, as well 
as three days of formal hearings conducted by the SRC in 
February 2013 and a one-day hearing convened by the 
Philadelphia City Council Education Committee the same 
month. In the initial review of this video and documentary 

data, I identified speakers whose testimony was explicitly 
place-based, that is testimony that located themselves and 
their schools in their neighborhood or within the city’s geog-
raphy more broadly. Testimony from speakers thus identified 
was transcribed in full.

In addition, I draw on semistructured interviews I con-
ducted during 2014–2015 with parents, teachers, residents, 
community leaders, pastors, and community organizers. I 
talked to more than fifty people through formal and informal 
interviews and a parent focus group. Most of these individu-
als were affiliated with a school or community in one of the 
case neighborhoods; a few were part of citywide organiza-
tions. The goal of the interviews was to learn, from a variety 
of perspectives, how the neighborhood responded to the 
school closure recommendations. I used snowball sampling 
to identify interviewees, beginning with organizations active 
in each neighborhood. When permission was given, inter-
views were recorded and transcribed (in almost all cases, this 
was so). Notes from nonrecorded interviews were typed 
immediately following the interview.

Analysis of the qualitative data followed an inductive 
approach, beginning with a set of codes developed around 
the larger study’s research questions:

Research Question 1: How have neighborhood stake-
holders invoked place in protesting and making sense of 
school closures?
Research Question 2: How do they understand the sig-
nificance of their spatial location in the context of this 
debate?
Research Question 3: How do local stakeholders under-
stand the significance of school closures for their 
neighborhoods?

The initial coding framework was expanded and refined as 
related themes emerged from my engagement with the data. 
The larger study’s analysis revealed that neighborhood stake-
holders invoked place in three primary ways: by tying clo-
sures to larger racial and political economic processes in the 
city (see Good 2017b), by asserting the historic importance of 
a school to their community identity (see Good 2017a), and 
by recounting the implications of closures for their neighbor-
hoods. In this article, I organize the latter set of responses 
around four core domains of community development prac-
tice to identify points of intersection between community 
development and schools. That is, I focus specifically on 
describing the connections that neighborhood stakeholders 
made between the closure and neighborhood concerns ger-
mane to community development practitioners and scholars.

School Closures within Core 
Community Development Domains

The analysis that follows describes the ways that neighbor-
hood stakeholders protesting and making sense of the closure 
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of local schools framed closures in terms of community 
development concerns. The four core domains of community 
development that I have described organize the analysis. I 
find that neighborhood stakeholders tied school closures to 
community development concerns by (1) advocating for the 
role schools play as social hubs, (2) lamenting the loss of 
neighborhood organizations, (3) protesting the economic 
spillover effects of closures, and (4) objecting to the large 
vacant buildings that would result.

Social Domain: Social Hubs and Sources of 
Support

Some stakeholders wove schools into neighborhood social 
landscapes by celebrating a school’s role as a relational hub, 
a space in which relationships are built, supported, and main-
tained over multiple generations. In protesting the proposed 
closure of Cooke School at a January 2013 community meet-
ing, a parent and former student attested,

There is a great staff [at Cooke] that not only taught me, my 
father, and my son, as well as other family members that we 
have, because this school was a staple of our community for 
as long as I can remember.

In protesting the school’s closure, this parent framed its value 
in terms of what it means to the neighborhood. She further 
suggested that the school’s history deepens its value as a 
node of community relationships, as new generations of stu-
dents reinforce the family ties first laid down when their par-
ents or grandparents attended the school.

Others recounted the moves teachers or families made 
into neighborhoods to be closer to school-based social net-
works. Speaking at a community meeting in January 2013, a 
Germantown High School (GHS) alumna said,

They move close to these schools to be close to parents, 
teachers they know, and their relatives go to these feeder 
schools. You are breaking up families; you’re breaking up 
the neighborhood. And this expense needs to be shared 
amongst the people and we need a moratorium.

This speaker’s comment is notable for her framing of the 
social consequences of a closure as an expense. Cost saving 
was the District’s primary rationale for closing schools. The 
expressed goal was to redirect maintenance savings into 
improving the quality of education at the remaining schools. 
Not included in these calculations, this speaker suggested, 
was the cost of fractured social networks borne by communi-
ties in which schools are closed.

Stakeholders also framed the loss of neighborhood 
schools as the loss of sources of support for families strug-
gling to meet their own social needs. As a former school 
administrator expressed to me in a May 2015 interview:

They took away from that community—with the closing of 
that school—an informal social service agency [. . .]4 where 
parents could go and talk to people who understood them. 
Who, through their children, wanted to help them.

For this administrator, the now-closed school had been a 
source of assistance for local families in ways that extended 
beyond the day-to-day education of children, a place where 
parents could be heard and understood.

At a December 2012 community meeting, a Kinsey 
School parent drove home the capacity of schools to provide 
personal support, recounting how the school had sustained 
her and her family in the wake of personal tragedy:

I am a parent of John L. Kinsey. And I’m also a volunteer. I 
graduated from Kinsey. Three of my children have already 
graduated from Kinsey. I have two more boys. In 2005, my 
husband was murdered. These teachers took care of me and 
my kids. We are a family. Y’all tearing up families. You 
know, we love these kids. I volunteer there because I want to 
give back because they did so much for me.

This parent described the multiple points of connection she 
has, and has had, with the school: alumna, volunteer, and 
parent of five current or former Kinsey students. She reported 
how Kinsey teachers were a source of support, not only for 
her children but also for herself. Drawing on the metaphor of 
the school as family, she conveyed the sense of a place of 
loyalty and mutual support.

A former Fairhill teacher echoed this appreciation of the 
breadth of support schools can provide for parents in an 
October 2014 interview:

It was also a vehicle for parents to find assistance in areas 
where they felt they had no resources—nowhere to go—to 
get assistance for their child. Their child was having 
medical or mental ill necessities, they could come to the 
school and the school can– was able to steer them where to 
get that help.

This teacher represented the school as a source of referrals to 
other resources. In neighborhoods like Fairhill, with many 
nonnative English speakers, the possibility of being pointed 
toward help by a trusted neighborhood organization can be 
particularly important.

By lifting out the role schools play as social hubs and 
places of support for local families, stakeholders empha-
sized the implications of closures for the neighborhood’s 
broader social domain. In doing so, they framed the closure 
debate around issues that have been the focus of planning 
and community development research and practice, in par-
ticular: the fostering of social capital, the cultivation of 
local relational networks, and the implications of relational 
ties for social welfare (e.g., Ganapati 2008; Putnam et al. 
2004).
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Institutional Domain: Community Organizations 
in Places Where There Are Few

Other neighborhood stakeholders highlighted the role 
schools played as neighborhood organizations in places with 
few such resources. By identifying the value of a school as a 
neighborhood organization, stakeholders pointed to the 
implications of a school closure within the local institutional 
domain. For example, a staff member at a small nonprofit in 
the Fairhill neighborhood told me in a June 2014 interview

The schools are really the strongest institutions. We don’t 
have a CDC in our neighborhood. It was so beaten down. It’s 
really like a former war zone. You know, if you could get out, 
you did get out. So, the schools are the strongest institutions. 
So, that’s who we work with mostly.

An elder from a church partner of Cooke Elementary School 
made a similar argument at a January 2013 community meet-
ing. He exhorted Superintendent Hite to recognize the his-
toric role the school had played as a community institution:

In our communities, there are three positive and solid 
institutions: the church, the school, and the library. Mr. Hite, 
Cooke has been a vital force in the community. We have no 
idea, if Cooke is closed, the kind of devastation it will have 
on the lives– the quality of life in the community and in the 
life of our children.

Both of these stakeholders, each of them rooted in a local 
organization, described the importance of schools for the 
neighborhood’s institutional landscape, characterizing the 
school as a resource for the community more broadly.

At an SRC hearing in February 2013, a stakeholder repre-
senting a Germantown church situated the recommended 
closure of three Germantown schools in the context of a 
neighborhood that had lost multiple large institutions:

Our neighborhood has experienced a series of shut downs of 
major institutions and buildings recently, including the 
YWCA on Germantown Avenue. If all three of these schools 
are shut down, the neighborhood would be deprived of 
anchor institutions that have stabilized this neighborhood 
over the years.

In her statement, this stakeholder lifted up the capacity of 
institutions to play stabilizing roles for neighborhoods. By 
situating the schools alongside other recently closed neigh-
borhood institutions, she emphasized the compounding 
effect of closures for the community.

For these stakeholders, local schools represented sources 
of stability and organizational capacity in neighborhoods 
that have witnessed decades of disinvestment. Furthermore, 
as a Germantown pastor asserted to me in a September 2014 
interview, institutional exodus from a neighborhood can 
have consequences for a community’s psyche and identity: 
“I think the most influential [effect on this community of 

having the school closed] is identity. It’s almost as though the 
community is being stripped of who they are, because insti-
tutions are leaving.”

In the testimony recounted here, neighborhood stakehold-
ers called on the District to recognize the value that schools 
represent as organizations situated in and serving local 
neighborhoods. In this way, they aligned their protest of clo-
sures with literatures that have theorized the importance of 
neighborhood organizations for community development, 
including the roles organizations can play as “a vehicle 
through which communities act” (Baum 1999, 188), as advo-
cates on behalf of neighborhood interests (Logan and 
Rabrenovic 1990), and as brokers capable of accessing 
resources outside the neighborhood (Small 2006).

Economic Domain: Local Businesses and 
Development Trajectories

Some stakeholders framed closures in terms of their intersec-
tion with neighborhood economic landscapes, specifically 
highlighting the implications of closures for businesses, for 
real estate, and for neighborhood redevelopment. A former 
Fulton teacher told me in a July 2014 interview that busi-
nesses along Germantown Avenue were worried about losing 
foot traffic and had put signs in their windows supporting the 
schools. A local politician relayed the same concern to me in 
September 2014, describing the apprehension of local busi-
ness owners:

It was an economic downturn [to have the schools close]. 
You know, I was having a series of meetings and talking to 
businesses. And, I mean, a few businesses told me outright, 
“If Germantown [High School] closed, I’m going to have to 
close my business.” And actually, we did. There were some 
businesses that closed [. . .] along Germantown Avenue.

For both of these stakeholders, GHS and Fulton’s closure 
had negative consequences for neighborhood businesses. 
They emphasized the ways closures change daytime patterns 
of foot traffic and retail consumption, as students and teach-
ers end up supporting businesses in other neighborhoods 
instead.

Others expressed concern that shuttered buildings would 
sit vacant for years to come, contributing to neighborhood 
blight and depressing local development trajectories. At the 
City Council Education Committee’s February 2013 hearing 
on the closures, the Philadelphia City controller contended 
that the buildings would be hard to sell and that the District 
did not have the money to tear them down. He further argued 
that property values would be hurt, citing a study conducted 
by the City that found a $2,000 penalty for homes near closed 
school buildings:

The School District doesn’t have the money to [demolish 
these school buildings], so the properties are going to become 
eyesores and become problems for the most part for the 
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neighborhood. [. . .] [The City Policy Director] has 
determined that people who live in neighborhoods where the 
school has been shuttered are on average going to lose about 
$2,000 each on the value of their property. It basically 
redlines the neighborhood and identifies it as a dying 
neighborhood.

This testimony situated school closures within neighborhood 
real estate markets, framing the buildings as economic liabil-
ities for local homeowners that would persist after the clo-
sure debate was over. He asserted a direct impact on 
neighborhood home values, an explicitly local consequence 
of closures. Notably, he also likened school closures to 
redlining in the mortgage lending industry, targeted disin-
vestment that marks neighborhoods as declining.

Operating from a position of significant economic power 
but invoking a similar line of place-rooted economic argu-
ment, Drexel University weighed in on the closure debate in 
support of a school in the Mantua neighborhood, just north of 
campus. By fall 2012, when McMichael appeared on the clo-
sure list, the university had already invested significant 
resources in the school as part of a larger effort at neighbor-
hood revitalization. Drexel and its partners saw preserving 
the school as critical to the neighborhood’s future: were 
McMichael to close, it would limit their ability to leverage 
development resources into the neighborhood. This position 
was laid out for the District in an alternative proposal sub-
mitted by Drexel and its partners in February 2013:

[T]he potential closing of McMichael School threatens the 
plan [. . .] to move forward with a HUD Choice Neighborhoods 
Implementation submission. [. . .] A HUD Choice 
Implementation Grant offers up to $30M to address 
education, employment and housing deficiencies in Mantua. 
Plans for a 2013 Department of Education’s Promise 
Neighborhood grant submission would be thwarted as well.

In this case, Drexel and its partners framed the school’s clo-
sure in terms of lost development potential, jeopardizing tens 
of millions of dollars of potential federal investment.

Within neighborhood economic domains, stakeholders 
framed school closures in terms of their impact on local busi-
nesses, the depression of real estate values, and as catalysts 
for economic development potential. The health of local 
businesses, economic consequences of vacant properties, 
and efforts to leverage development monies into a neighbor-
hood all sit squarely within arenas of community develop-
ment research and practice (e.g., Baum 2000; Bendick and 
Egan 1993; Immergluck 2012).

Physical Domain: Place Impact and the Politics of 
Reuse

School buildings are large structures with positions of promi-
nence in many neighborhoods, and some stakeholders pointed 

to the consequences of their vacancy. For example, at a 
December 2012 community meeting, a resident framed the 
closures as continuing a pattern of school-building 
abandonment:

The old Edison High School has been on fire twice that I 
know of. The building’s still sitting there. [. . .] We got 
Roberto Clemente up the street that’s been abandoned for 
years. We also have another one at Tacony and Bridge Street. 
[. . .] Squatters are living in both buildings. You’re going to 
close 37 more schools. We’re going to have squatters in them 
buildings too. This is a quality of life issue. How long’s it 
going to take for yous to get rid of these buildings and do 
something where our neighborhoods aren’t going down?

Explicitly framing the closures as a “quality of life” issue, 
this resident emphasized the implications of huge vacant 
buildings for life in the neighborhood.

Making the converse argument, a Germantown resi-
dent and former school administrator argued in a July 
2014 interview that schools lower neighborhood crime 
rates:

People came out of the woodwork to argue for the school.  
[. . .] There was a lot of anger about closing it. Because [. . .] 
across the street is the old town hall which is also empty, 
although we’re trying to bring it back. [. . .] That emptiness 
really does affect the whole community. And, when they’re 
full and they’re working it lowers the crime rate. It really 
does. People are there on the streets. They see things. They 
know what’s going on.

From this resident’s perspective, people were upset about the 
school’s closure in part because of the implications of another 
vacant building, crime among them.

In a July 2014 interview, a Fairhill resident discussed 
reuse of closed school buildings as an opportunity to bring 
something positive into a neighborhood, noting however that 
the District’s goal of selling properties on the private market 
exposes neighborhoods to new uses that may not serve the 
community’s interests or needs:

[Y]ou know that [vacant] school [building] that burned and 
burned and burned for like that whole day? [. . .] They tore it 
down and they’re putting up a shopping mall. [. . .] So, now 
let’s think about what they could possibly do with [the empty 
Fairhill School building], because we see it’s for sale. Yeah. 
So that means that it could privately be bought, which is the 
goal. But for what? What? What are they going to put in our 
community next? Besides another church or bar or liquor 
dispenser.

For this Fairhill resident, the prospect of the shuttered school 
building’s sale brought little comfort, noting how often the 
private market failed to bring into the neighborhood those 
services most needed by the community.
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By framing closures in terms of vacant buildings, the 
types of people and activity they attract, and concerns about 
community control of their reuse, stakeholders linked the 
closure debate with issues that have long been a central focus 
for neighborhood planning and community development 
(e.g., Raleigh and Galster 2015; Schilling and Logan 2008).

Discussion

Since the 1960s, the modern community development move-
ment in the United States has focused on improving condi-
tions in neighborhoods marginalized from the centers of 
political and economic power. This work has spanned a 
breadth of place-based concerns that I have organized in 
terms of the social, institutional, economic, and physical 
domains of place. Notably absent from this endeavor—in 
both scholarship and practice—has been engagement and 
collaboration with local public schools (Taylor 2005). 
Likewise, school reform debates in the United States have 
focused primarily on finding ways to improve what goes on 
inside school buildings, an enterprise and policy debate that 
has not adequately acknowledged the condition of the neigh-
borhoods in which schools operate (Warren 2005). In this 
paper, I have used the voices of neighborhood stakeholders 
protesting and making sense of the closure of public schools 
in Philadelphia as a lens through which to illuminate some of 
the ways that schools intersect with neighborhood concerns. 
In this section, I consider what these voices reveal in terms of 
how the community development field might engage with 
neighborhood schools as pieces of already existing domains 
of community development practice. Specifically, I outline a 
research agenda to support building this bridge. Ultimately, I 
argue that the infrastructure of neighborhood public 
schools—underfunded and undercut by school choice poli-
cies in many urban communities—represents important 
latent potential for anchoring community development.

The ways stakeholders tied school closures to neighbor-
hood concerns reveal a number of key alignments between 
community development efforts and the roles schools play in 
local communities. Neighborhood stakeholders described 
schools (1) as social hubs and sources of social support, (2) 
as neighborhood organizations, (3) as supporters of local 
business and anchors of economic development, and (4) as 
vacant buildings. These four characterizations of schools 
suggest important starting points for scholars and practitio-
ners to integrate schools into existing foci of community 
development practice.

First, asset-based community development and other 
community building strategies that emphasize cultivating 
social capital should pursue ways to tap into existing social 
networks at local schools (e.g., Kretzmann and McKnight 
1996; Putnam et al. 2004; Saegert, Thompson, and Warren 
2001). As the response to closures in Philadelphia made 
clear, even schools that struggled to educate their students 
remained important social hubs and points of contact for 

the community, echoing the findings of previous research 
on the consequences of school closures for local communi-
ties (e.g., Bondi 1987; Kearns et al. 2009; Oncescu and 
Giles 2014; Witten, McCreanor, and Kearns 2007). 
Multigenerational relationships with local families further 
enhance the potential schools represent for anchoring com-
munity organizing efforts or campaigns to build community 
buy-in around local concerns. Scholarship should evaluate 
strategies for engaging neighborhood social networks 
through local schools, perhaps by coordinating with exist-
ing parent organizations or community outreach initiatives 
already being pursued by the school.

Second, in neighborhoods struggling with long trajecto-
ries of disinvestment, churches and other community-based 
organizations can be valuable to community development 
efforts for the organizational capacity they represent (Choi 
2010; Small 2006). While neighborhood schools do not offer 
the fiscal infrastructure of independent 501c3 organizations 
that are able to assist in fundraising or grant writing, they can 
still potentially support local initiatives through other dimen-
sions of organizational capacity, including reputation in the 
community, legitimacy as a convener, role as an information 
broker, options for neutral meeting space, and political con-
nections outside the community. Descriptive research is 
needed to better understand the ways schools currently func-
tion most effectively as neighborhood organizations. How 
can nascent community development initiatives partner with 
poorly resourced local schools in ways that are mutually ben-
eficial, leveraging the school’s organizational capacity on 
behalf of community concerns while at the same time bring-
ing greater community support and resources into the school?

Third, poorly performing schools arguably represent more 
of a detriment to local economic development than a benefit 
(see, for example, Black and Machin 2011). And yet, the 
responses of a breadth of neighborhood stakeholders in this 
study—from community leaders to a major university—
made clear a connection between an open school and neigh-
borhood economic potential. As sources of foot traffic and 
bellwethers of real estate valuation, schools are inextricably 
linked to neighborhood economics, and efforts to promote 
community economic development should have the condi-
tions at local schools squarely on their radar. The challenge 
for community development practitioners is to find ways to 
support local schools without catalyzing development that 
displaces long-term residents in poorer neighborhoods 
(Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg, and Cucchiara 2014). Future 
scholarship should pursue case examples that have managed 
this balance.

Fourth, as a dominant physical presence and sizeable 
piece of real estate in many neighborhoods, school build-
ings and decisions about their potential vacancy and reuse 
have significant and potentially long-term consequences 
for the day-to-day experience of those living nearby 
(Vincent 2014; Vincent and Filardo 2008). Community 
development organizations should be actively engaging 
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with these decision-making processes. More research is 
needed on school facility inequities, vacancy manage-
ment, and best practices for school building reuse 
(Bierbaum 2018b).

In addition, and more broadly, future research should 
engage strategies for cooperation and communication across 
community, municipal, and school district entities. The his-
torical separation between school reform and community 
development efforts reflects, in part, the independence of 
school districts from local political and planning bodies 
(Vincent 2006; Warren 2005). A consequence of this bureau-
cratic separation is that while school district facility deci-
sions have broad implications for neighborhoods, the local 
effects of those decisions fall outside the school district’s 
responsibility. One area of recent programmatic innovation 
that may prove instructive for efforts to bridge this separa-
tion is the “community schools” model. Some jurisdic-
tions—and Philadelphia is one of them—have begun 
experimenting with community schools as an integrated 
strategy that brings together community, municipal, and 
school district resources and priorities to improve student 
learning. Community schools develop partnerships with 
local health and social service providers to meet a breadth of 
family needs within the school building (Blank, Berg, and 
Melaville 2006). The model leverages the roles that schools 
already play as centers of community connection and spaces 
through which families pass each week, to more effectively 
address the out-of-school challenges that prevent children 
from learning (Dryfoos 2005; T. L. Green and Gooden 2014). 
Future research should build on the learnings of community 
schools to pursue new ways that school districts, municipal 
governments, and planning departments can better work 
together to coordinate community development and school 
improvement priorities.

The relevance of schools for community development 
concerns has parallels in the relationships between neigh-
borhoods and other local institutions, including churches, 
libraries, and hospitals. Schools are arguably unique in the 
scope and type of involvement they have with children and 
neighborhood families. However, there are important 
equivalences to recognize in the ways all of these institu-
tions provide services to local residents, are housed in large 
physical buildings, function as nodes of community con-
nection, and can carry important dimensions of community 
and place identity. For example, scholars have explored the 
roles churches play in developing social capital, leveraging 
external resources into neighborhoods, and supporting 
local economic development (e.g., Choi 2010; Kinney and 
Winter 2006; McRoberts 2003). Research within library 
science has engaged community use of libraries as meeting 
spaces and the ways libraries build community through 
engagement with otherness (Aabø and Audunson 2012) and 
developing social capital (Ferguson 2012). And, within 
geography, a literature on hospital closures arising from 
neoliberal restructuring has illuminated the importance of 

hospitals—particularly in rural communities—for ground-
ing community and place identities (James 1999; Kearns 
and Joseph 1997; Wiersma and Koster 2014). Although 
schools represent a unique set of issues, there are important 
parallels with the possibilities these other types of organi-
zations represent for supporting community development. 
In an era when privatization and state retrenchment are 
transforming the governance of social institutions across 
many sectors, it is important that these parallels and their 
implications for communities be studied.

Ultimately, bringing community development practice 
into closer collaboration with local schools entails engag-
ing traditional public schools and school buildings for what 
they represent as a system of neighborhood-based public 
infrastructure (Vincent 2006). As such, this network of 
organizations and physical properties constitutes signifi-
cant potential for publicly coordinated place-based commu-
nity development. When a school limps along with 40 
percent of its enrollment capacity and crippling mainte-
nance backlogs, this potential lies unrealized. 
Fundamentally, however, the issue that deserves greater 
attention within planning and community development 
scholarship concerns interrogating the implications of dis-
mantling and liquidating this public asset. The potential 
these public properties represent is cut short when public 
schools are closed and the properties are sold.

Underfunded and underperforming schools represent an 
enduring limitation for many poor neighborhoods, perpetuat-
ing legacies of racialized segregation, disinvestment, and 
lack of opportunity (Squires and Kubrin 2005). Neighborhood 
schools, however, are also pieces of an infrastructure of pub-
lic buildings, institutions, and services that are located in and 
serve local communities. In neighborhoods that have suf-
fered extended periods of disinvestment, schools can be 
among the few remaining institutions and represent for com-
munities both a resource and a source of possibility—the 
remnants of an infrastructure whose footprint still carries the 
potential to anchor a community’s growth and development 
(Noguera 1996; Silverman 2014a). The dismantling of pub-
lic school infrastructure, amid calls to further marketize pub-
licly funded education in the United States, has direct 
implications for planning and community development 
efforts. It is critical that planning scholarship begin to trace 
these connections.

Conclusion

In the Philadelphia school closure debate, neighborhood 
stakeholders revealed key alignments between community 
development efforts and the roles schools play in local 
communities by describing schools as social hubs and 
sources of social support, as neighborhood organizations, 
as supporters of local business and anchors of economic 
development, and as vacant buildings. These alignments 
suggest helpful entry points for community development 
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scholars and practitioners to begin more actively engaging 
with local schools. Specifically, (1) efforts to cultivate local 
social capital should explore ways to tap into existing net-
works at local schools; (2) schools represent organizational 
capacity that can be leveraged for community development 
initiatives in neighborhoods with few community-based 
organizations; (3) schools have the capacity to anchor com-
munity economic development, although the risk of cata-
lyzing gentrification must be acknowledged; and (4) 
schools occupy significant physical space within neighbor-
hoods, and community development practitioners should 
proactively engage discussions about the use and reuse of 
school facilities to ensure their future uses best serve com-
munity needs.
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Notes

1. Neighborhood stakeholders are conceptualized broadly within 
this project as individuals who in some way identify with a 
neighborhood, either vocationally or as residents, including 
parents, teachers, residents, pastors, community leaders, and 
representatives from local organizations.

2. Neighborhood organizations are here conceptualized broadly 
as organizations with a physical presence in a neighborhood 
and that primarily serve local residents. These are organiza-
tions where community members intersect to receive public 
services, purchase goods or services, or come together for rec-
reation, worship, or the pursuit of a social or political objective 
(Small 2006).

3. The School District of Philadelphia held ten such public meet-
ings. I reviewed only those meetings held in parts of the city 
close to the three case neighborhoods framing this project.

4. For direct quotations of spoken words in this paper, an ellipsis 
in brackets indicates omitted words.
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