James F. Oyster Bilingual Elementary School and Henry Adams House

Washington, D.C.
General Description
A public-private partnership was used to revitalize and develop the site of the James F. Oyster School, creating a bilingual elementary school and a 211-unit rental, multi-family building on school-owned land in Washington, D.C. Constructed on an urban-infill site, the overcrowded and deteriorated Oyster School was replaced with a more efficient building designed to accommodate more students. This 47,814 square foot (4,442 square meter), state-of-the-art facility features a computer lab, library, gym, and classrooms designed to accommodate the school’s bilingual education program. Every class is taught by both an English- and Spanish-speaking teacher. The facility also includes a 33-car garage and office space for after-school programs. Spaces in the school also are available for community use. Henry Adams House is a 219,844 square foot (2,042 square meter) luxury, high-rise apartment building that features a rooftop terrace, courtyard, fitness and business centers, and party room.

Located in the affluent Woodley Park neighborhood of Washington, D.C., the project is within walking distance to the subway system, National Zoo, and eclectic retail and restaurant options that line Connecticut Avenue. 
Development Process
Built in 1926, the James F. Oyster Bilingual Elementary School faced overcrowding and deteriorating conditions and failed to comply with standards set by the Americans with Disabilities Act by the late 1980s. The challenge was to determine whether to renovate or reconstruct, and how to finance improvements at a time when the local government was in fiscal crisis and did not have the capital funds for improvement projects.

Led by concerned parents, the local community began a crusade to secure alternative sources of financing to improve the school facility. In response, the 21st Century School Fund was created in 1994 to develop a plan for the renovation and rehabilitation of the school. Founded by Mary Filardo, an Oyster School parent with construction and community activism experience, 21st Century School Fund supported the initial idea to divide the property in half in order to capture the land value of the site as a means for generating the monies necessary for renovation. The Ford Foundation provided funding to the 21st Century School Fund to help create a public-private development partnership to modernize the Oyster School. Parents donated time and skills to evaluate the needs of this educational facility and work with community residents. The 21st Century School Fund formed a partnership with the District of Columbia Public Schools to petition support from the city council, mayor and board of education. The partnership proposed a new educational and residential complex, rather than patch up the old facility. This plan combined a modern school design with a rental apartment community on the school site.

Key to the project’s feasibility was 1996 legislation passed by the D.C. council that allowed the developer to pay the school system rather than pay residential development taxes. These payments were used to cover any construction costs beyond the value of the land, assist in paying for relocation costs during the construction process and new furnishing for the modernized school, or provide funding for capital projects at other D.C. Public Schools. The District of Columbia Public School System, with assistance from the 21st Century School Fund, issued a request for proposals, with LCOR chosen as the developer in 1998.

At that time, there were not many developers building apartments in the District. LCOR was interested in developing high-rise residential projects, and felt it was on the forefront of a rising trend in urban housing. The Oyster School project provided the opportunity for infill development on what they felt was one of the best sites for apartments in the District.

Throughout this nine year process, the project survived many political changes—three mayors, four school superintendents, four school district governance structures and seven project managers. With such a high turnover, the new school would never have been completed in 2001 without the support of the 21st Century Fund, “which paid for technical assistance in planning, project management, design, and community engagement and leveraged funding for the $11 million construction project.” A development partnership formed, based on the time and talents of community members with experience in real estate, architecture and development. The result of this effort was an innovative public-private partnership among the school system (supported by the 21st Century Fund), the District of Colombia, and LCOR, Incorporated.

Financing
To finance the school—the first new one constructed in D.C. in more than 20 years — a 35-year, tax-exempt bond package was issued to finance school construction, which LCOR and Northwestern Mutual Life are repaying. The bonds are now being repaid entirely with revenue generated by the private apartment building developed on the site. The school contributed and underutilized playing field as part of the partnership agreement, on which LCOR constructed Henry Adams House. LCOR and Northwestern Mutual make annual payments to retire the school construction bonds in lieu of taxes. This financing plan allowed for the construction of a $11 million new school with no capital costs to the school system. 

The total project costs for Henry Adams House was $29,800,000. LCOR projected and has met its lease-up pace of 14 units per month, average rents of $2.02 per square foot ($21.72 per square meter) per month, and has a stabilized net operating income of $2,956,000 for an annual return on cost of 9.92 percent.

Planning and Design
There were only a few site issues that had to be dealt with during the construction process. Soil contamination due to an underground oil storage tank was remediated. Construction workers blasted through layers of rock to construct the underground parking garage. Finally, significant retaining walls were necessary on the north side of the school’s playing fields and between the properties to the east behind the apartments.

The architect’s design recognized the important role that the school building plays in the life of the Woodley Park community. Although the ideal location for the apartments was the corner of 29th and Calvert Streets, the developers realized that locating the apartment building at the corner would result in the school being “sandwiched” between two taller buildings. It would also be out of context with the single-family residential neighborhood across 29th Street. The school’s design at the corner of this major intersection is in scale with the surrounding environment and provides a community focal point.

The 47,814 square foot (4,442 square meter) school consists of four floors above grade with a 12,000 square foot (1,115 square meter) underground garage. Its unique design features a two-story gym on the second floor with a cafeteria directly below. The masonry and steel building has a strong street presence with a brick veneer exterior and gracious cupola.

The 219,844 square foot (20,423 square meter) luxury high-rise apartment building contains 211 studio, one and two-bedroom units. The concrete frame building has three levels of underground parking and features a rooftop terrace, aerobic/weight room, business center, and courtyard. Other amenities include concierge services, designer kitchens with stylish countertops, full-size washer and dryer in each unit. Units range from 578 square feet (53 square meters) for an efficiency that rents for $1,140 per month to a 1,146 square foot (106 square meters) unit with two bedrooms and two bathrooms that rents for $2,440 per month. Each apartment is allotted one parking space for $100 per month.

The buildings fit seamlessly into the fabric of the existing neighborhood. The same brick was used in both buildings to continue the redbrick color palate of the street. A continuous sidewall lines Calvert Street to present a united appearance. A breezeway connects the school to the apartments, giving the impression that the projects are considered one structure for zoning purpose.
Experience Gained
Public-private partnerships can be successful if structured correctly. In this case, the cost of the public benefit (the school) and the value of the public contribution (the land) were balanced. However, there are risks involved—the school was $1 million over budget, and LCOR was responsible for the difference.

The developer was seeking a project in which they could give back to the community and found the rare opportunity to contribute to the neighborhood and develop a financially successful multi-family project.

Using the same construction company for both the school and the apartments enable construction to take place simultaneously for each building – the site was extremely tight and two different construction companies would not have been able to work together on the site at the same time.
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