BPS has closed dozens of
schools since 1980.
Despite declining
enrollment, the district
has held on to most of the

buildings.

By Christopher Huffaker Globe Staff, Updated January 28, 2025, 11:35 a.m.
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The South End's Bancroft School, pictured in 1973, became the Dartmouth Square
condominiums after closing in 1980.SAM HAMMAT/GLOBE STAFF
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If history is any guide, schools shut under a recently proposed wave of
Boston Public Schools closures will likely simply become other schools.

Since 1980, more than 100 district schools have closed, according to a Globe
analysis of noncomprehensive BPS data. However, despite decades of
declining enrollment, the majority remain BPS schools or are slated to
become one again. Overall, there are about 60 current and former schools
on closed school grounds — versus about 25 that have been turned into
housing.

RELATED: BPS leaders expect stable enrollment, to shutter 17 percent
of school buildings by 2030

Some city leaders, including City Council President Ruthzee Louijeune, want
the city to make use of more former school buildings for projects such as
the Pryde, an affordable apartment building for LGBTQ+ seniors that
opened last year in Hyde Park’s former Rogers Middle School. Louijeune plans
to file legislation that would make affordable housing the default option for
surplus district buildings, by giving the Mayor’s Office of Housing the first
pick.

But the Rogers is a rarity, the only 21st-century closure to become housing to
date.

A handful of closed schools, such as the Jackson-Mann K-8 and the West
Roxbury Education complex, remain largely unoccupied. A few more have
been turned into other city and school facilities, including the district’s central
kitchen and a police academy. At least four became private or charter schools,
although one has since closed and is back in district hands.

But transforming a BPS school into another BPS school is more of the norm.
Edwards Middle School is temporarily housing the Horace Mann School.
Fifield Elementary became the Lee Academy. The Tileston School was torn
down — and the Ellison-Parks Early Education School was built in its place.

The latest proposed closures, which require school board approval, would
affect three schools, Excel High, Dever Elementary, and Mary Lyon Pilot High,
and merge two others, the Roger Clap and Winthrop elementary schools, at
the end of next school year. Already, district leaders are considering other
schools for three of the campuses: Excel High’s campus would become a “new
anchor high school,” Dever Elementary would be part of the Ruth Batson
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Academy rebuild, and the Mary Lyon lower school could take over the Lyon
High building.

In some cases, remaining a school was the natural option. Some closed schools
shared a building with others — Excel High’s closure would be the third in its
building since 2011. Other closures were temporary: Mattahunt Elementary,
shut in 2017 to avoid a state takeover, reopened the next school year.

Superintendent Mary Skipper has said the system cannot afford to offload too
many buildings: it needs them as “swing spaces” to house schools while home
campuses are renovated or rebuilt.

“For us to do the big capital projects, it’s very hard to do it when students are
in the building,” she noted at last week’s School Committee meeting.

Skipper was responding to member Brandon Cardet-Hernandez, who
advocated for the district to consider selling the buildings and investing that
money back into education of BPS students.

“Is there a reason we’re not thinking more aggressive around the assets we
have?” he asked. “We have to get cash back so we can spend it in much
smarter ways so we can see achievement.”

The district is emphasizing caution this time. Spokesperson Sujata Wycoff said
that in the past the district has let go of buildings it ended up needing.

“This is why we have committed to prioritizing BPS use until there is no viable
educational use of a building,” she said.

That means while the district may not have yet identified uses for the
Winthrop and Clap schools, which the district intends to merge and relocate, it
doesn’t plan to let go of them soon. Buildings may also be leased out
temporarily — as two currently are to nondistrict schools.

If leaders followed Cardet-Hernandez’s proposal, it would be similar to what
happened to many BPS schools closed in 1980. About a dozen schools closed
that year were converted into condominiums, including the Prince School on
Newbury Street, Brighton’s Oak Square School, and East Boston’s Sheridan
School.

Bob Kenney, head of Kenney Development Co., has worked on multiple
school-to-housing conversions, including turning the South End’s Bancroft
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School into the Dartmouth Square condominiums. Many of Boston’s
campuses are well-suited to housing, he said — particularly older ones like the
Winthrop and Clap.
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Dartmouth Square, formerly the Bancroft School on Appeton Street in Boston, was converted
into condos in the 1980s. DAVID L. RYAN/GLOBE STAFF
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“People really like the old feeling of the schools,” Kenney said, but the layout
also works: “Typically they were built with very wide corridors, and those were
very convenient for things like bathrooms and kitchens. Then the windows are
good for living areas.”

Matthew Kiefer, a land use attorney with Goulston and Storrs, agreed, adding
that neighborhood elementary schools tend to be located in residential areas
and some have parking lots. Their compact, multistory buildings divide up
well into separate homes.

“These are very good candidates for residential conversion,” he said. “They’re
in residential neighborhoods, surrounded by housing.”

For schools closed later in the 1980s, housing conversions tended to resemble
the Rogers, aligning with Louijeune’s vision. Properties including the



Michelangelo School and the Peter Faneuil School were converted into forms
of income-restricted housing.

Louijeune emphasized school closures are traumatic for their communities,
and said the district should improve its communications and ensure closures
lead to better academic outcomes and facilities. But, she said, if the school
district doesn’t need buildings, they should become housing.

“We’re in the middle of a housing crisis in this city and this Commonwealth,”
she said.

Others warned any housing conversion should not eliminate important
neighborhood assets. Brandy Brooks, head of the housing and education
nonprofit Higher Ground, said her organization surveyed families and staff at
a handful of schools about a planned new Roxbury elementary school BPS
doesn’t have a site for yet. While none of those schools were named for closure
or merger this month, the survey asked community members what they’d like
potential closed campuses to become.

There was significant community interest in seeing closed schools become
affordable housing, Brooks said, but residents were also worried about losing
amenities, she said.

“When you [close schools], what other things still exist in this community?”
she asked. “How far do people have to go for access to an outdoor
playground?”

Kiefer, the land use attorney, warned against one option: holding onto empty
buildings, as the district has often done in recent years with sites like the still-
vacant West Roxbury Education Complex, which closed in 2019. Even if
demographic trends reverse and the city comes to need schools near sites that
used to have them, Kiefer predicted, they would be better off building new
schools than retrofitting long-vacant 150-year-old buildings.

“Hanging on to it for future use is problematic,” he said. “They own it, they
have to maintain it, and it can be a safety hazard.”
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The Library/Media Center in the closed West Roxbury Education Complex in 2023.PAT
GREENHOUSE/GLOBE STAFF

Christopher Huffaker can be reached at christopher.huffaker@globe.com. Follow
him @huffakingit.
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