By Paul Abramson, Editorial Director

ublic school districts and public

and private colleges together put

$16.4 billion worth of construction

in place in 1995, slightly less than
they had completed in each of the four
previous years.

But 1995 may have been a rest
stop—education taking a deep breath
while it prepared to launch itself into
the next phase of construction activity.
Construction now underway and sched-
uled to be completed this year totals
more than $18 billion, and schools and
colleges report that they will start a
combined $18.3 billion worth of con-
struction projects during 1996.

These findings headline our annual
Construction Report, conducted by
School Planning & Management and
College Planning & Management mag-
azines in partnership with School Con-
struction Alert, a reporting service of
the Market Data Retrieval division of
Dun & Bradstreet.

To obtain information on construc-
tion being started and completed, repre-
sentatives of School Construction Alert
placed telephone calls to school dis-
tricts and colleges across the nation.
The results were compiled, analyzed
and projected to provide estimates of
construction activity nationwide.

Here, we present information on
what has been accomplished (construc-
tion completed in 1995), what is now
underway (construction expected to be
completed in 1996), and what is cur-
rently being planned (construction pro-
jected to start in 1996).

What's Been Accomplished

School districts put $10.3 billion
worth of construction in place in 1995
(adjacent table). Colleges completed
$6.1 billion, making a total of $16.4 bil-
lion in educational construction.

The $10.3 billion put in place by
schools in 1995 represents a decrease in
construction activity compared with the
past four years, during which school
construction ranged from $10.7 billion
to $10.8 billion (graph, page 20).
Meanwhile, public schools are taking in
more and more students; the number of
pupils in grades K-12 rose 8.3 percent
during the same period, from 41.6 mil-
lion to 45 million.
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After a dip in 1995, the dollar value
of schools completed this year will rise—
and starts will rise even higher .

Education Construction in the United States =

(1995 completions, 1996 completions and 1996 starts; $000) [

'95 Completions ’96 Completions ‘96 Starts i

School Districts ' [
New Schools $5,040,279 §5,588,503 §5,831,686 |

Additions 2,923,554 3,464,115 3,381,041
Upgrades 2,346,892 2,261,927 2,642,458

Total Construction $10,310,725 $11,314,545 $11,855,185

N Dok 54131972 54830743 54,333,197
Additons 507 809 723,406 564016
e 1,463,373 1,180,096 1,551 473

Total Construction 56,103,154 56,734,246 $6,448,686

All Education

New Buildings §9,172,252 | 10,419,247 | 10,164,883
Additions 3,431,363 4,187,521 3,945,057
Upgrades 3,810,265 3,442,023 1193931

Total Construction 516,413,879 518,048,790 518,303,871
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The decrease in construction activity
almost certainly reflects public opposi-
tion to spending of any kind—especial-
ly when it involves increased tax dol-
lars. Unfortunately, it is children who
must bear the consequences of adults’
decisions. In this case, children in
many districts continue to attend over-
crowded schools and/or schools that
have deteriorated or are inadequate to
support the educational program.

School district construction comple-
tions are expected to be higher in 1996,
and districts are planning even more
construction to start this year. Given the
public’s present mood, school boards
tend to put off construction as long as
possible. The amount of work sched-
uled to start in 1996 indicates that the
pressures of additional students and the
need to add technology at all levels are
forcing districts to take action.

What's Being Built

Another indication of the financial
pressures on schools is the mix of con-
struction that districts are undertaking.
Essentially, the work consists of three
kinds of projects:

¢New buildings. either for additional
students or to replace existing schools.

¢ Additions to existing buildings, to
add classrooms or other facilities.
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Regional Definitions

Region 1: Conn., Maine, Mass., N.H., R, V.

Region 2: Del., N.J., N.Y., Pa.

Region 3: D.C, Md., Va., WV.

Region 4: Ky., N.C., S.C, Tenn.

Region 5: Alo., Fla., Ga., Miss.

Region 6: Ind., Ohio, Mich.

Region 7: Ill., Minn., Wis.

Region 8: lowa, Kan., Mo., Neb.

Region 9: Ark., La., Okla., Texas

Region 10: Colo., Mont., N.D., N.M., S.D., Utah,
Wyo.

Region 11: Ariz., Calif., Hawaii, Nev.

Region 12: Aloska, Idaho, Ore., Wash.

¢ Upgrades of existing buildings,
whether for energy conservation, roof
repairs, better electric service or just
plain overall improvement of the facili-
ty. (Some projects combine additions
and upgrades: our analysis separated
these dollars as much as possible.)

Over the past decade, school districts
have been spending most of their con-
struction dollars on existing buildings,
either upgrading them or adding space.
There were many reasons for this trend.
which started in the early *80s.

At the time, there was little demand
for new space, and energy costs were

driving districts to “button up” their
buildings by adding insulation, cutting
down on windows, and improving heat-
ing systems. By adding to old build-
ings, districts were able to accom-
modate more children while simul-
taneously adding or improving such
spaces as libraries, art rooms and, more
recently, computer labs.

In the past four years, schools have
increased their spending on new build-
ings, reflecting the increase in stu-
dents—especially at the elementary
level. Even so, less than 44 percent of
the school construction dollar spent
during this period was devoted to new
buildings.

New Buildings Guin Ground

However. in 1995, almost half of the
construction dollars were spent on new
buildings. I can only speculate on the
reasons for this change, but two factors
are probably dominant:

¢ The increase in students is moving
into the middle grades. Fewer middle
schools exist than elementary or high
schools, so new ones must be built.

¢ It takes longer to plan and com-
plete a whole new school than it does to
plan and complete an expansion or up-
grade. Voters were willing to provide
construction dollars four and five years
ago. and districts used those dollars to
fund a variety of projects—including
the new buildings just being completed.

But in the last two or three years, the
mood of the nation has changed. and
voters have been reluctant to provide
construction money. That means that
smaller projects that might have been
completed in a couple of years—and
been counted in the 1995 and 1996
completions figures—never gol under-
way. They’ve been delayed, perhaps 1o
start in 1996, perhaps put off even
longer.

What will happen in the future?
Given the public mood, predictions are
risky, but the numbers imply that
school districts expect to start almost
$11.9 billion of construction this year,
with almost half of that to be spent on
new buildings. Most of that money has
been approved, but some must still go
before the voters, and projects sched-
uled to start this year could still be de-






