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An Open Letter from the Stephenson Elementary School Community

October 10, 2026

Dear Board Members and Superintendent Armstrong,

We write as Stephenson families, educators, and neighbors, to urge the Board and
Superintendent not to close Stephenson Elementary School, as one of Portland Public
Schools' rightsizing scenarios.M

Permanently closing a neighborhood school uproots children and strains families and staff.
It removes a gathering place, childcare provider, and emergency site that the surrounding
community depends on, leaving a vacant property that drives down property values,
attracts crime, and imposes significant maintenance costs. We understand that PPS faces
hard choices, but before taking a step that is so difficult to reverse, PPS must demonstrate
that the closure is feasible, necessary, effective, and in the best interests of all students,
while taking into account schools that will be forced to accommodate an influx of students
from closures. To date, the evidence has not been presented, and the data does not
support closing Stephenson. The Scenarios presented to you do not reflect a compelling
case for closure and, to date, no School Closure Report for Stephenson has been posted by
PPS.[]

If School Closures Don't Fix the Budget Problem, What Problem Are They Solving?

On October 6, PPS leaders told the Board they are not claiming large savings from closures,
and the expected near-sustainability can only be ensured for a five-year period.®! The
stated goal is to "increase stability and improve student learning experience”.[ However,
Stephenson already supports a vibrant educational experience for its students. The harm
that will be caused by the closure significantly outweighs the benefits that PPS expects to
gain by targeting this school.

Stephenson students have access to art, music, physical education, enrichment
programming, strong family support, and an engaged community of volunteers. Families
invest significant time and resources into the school, helping provide opportunities that
enrich student learning and strengthen the school experience. We host Missoula Children's
Theater twice a year, run a volunteer Maker’s Space to increase STEM access, and offer



choir, chess, electronic music, yoga, Odyssey of the Mind, ukulele, and a students-of-color
affinity group.

Stephenson is one of the top performing schools in the state and maintains a 10/10 rating
on Great Schools.!®® PPS's own auditors say displaced students "are more likely to benefit
when they attend schools that are substantially stronger than the schools they leave".[®!
What will be stronger for our students? We are proud of the academic achievement our
students and teachers have achieved together, and schools like ours draw young families
into the district rather than neighboring ones.

The Scenarios Ignore Southwest Portland's Geography

Our neighborhood is surrounded by steep hills, winding roads, few sidewalks, and wooded
ravines crossable only at designated points. PPS's own memo says geographic isolation
and travel distance were “central considerations”® in our region. PPS staff acknowledged
the west side is “the one part of town” where students from a closing school could not all
be moved to the next school!""l. Walking routes that look short on a map are deceiving, and
often unsafe, even for adults. This is especially true for young children walking on their
own. PPS's own rules state that they must provide bus transportation for K-5 students who
live within a mile of school if they face “unsafe and hazardous walking conditions”. ['?

Currently, Stephenson has a large number of students who regularly walk and bike to
school, and we have a weekly organized Bike Bus. If Stephenson closes and its students
are reassigned to other schools, transportation will become substantially more difficult for
most families, and the related costs for the district will increase. Notably, the
transportation changes will run contrary to Portland’s Climate Action Plan and the city’s
green initiatives. PPS policy requires each School Closure Report to examine
"transportation options and barriers".'¥ Meaningful consideration of the barriers for the
Stephenson community to travel to the two proposed receiving schools, Markham and
Capitol Hill, have not been appropriately weighted. [""Moreover, the October 4th regional
summary does not provide travel distances or travel times for affected students.['™ The
Board's Resolution 7307 commits PPS to "prioritize walkability and safe routes to
schools".["! Closing Stephenson and reassigning students to schools that are significantly
less accessible on foot would be inconsistent with that commitment and in direct conflict
with a stated goal of district staff, which is to see that more elementary school children
across PPS have the opportunity to walk to school whenever possible. This has been used
as a rationale for why other schools were left untouched in the Rightsizing scenarios.

Stephenson Is Our Only Town Square and Our Only Local BEECN Node

Stephenson serves as the one and only true community gathering space in our largely
residential and pastoral neighborhood. We have no nhearby community center, library,
parks, or playgrounds. There are limited businesses in our neighborhood that are walkable.
The Stephenson campus fills that role and hosts school events, childcare services,



community meetings, volunteer activities, and family programming. For many
neighborhood residents, the schoolis the primary place where community connections
are formed and maintained. It’s where our kids and teens go to stay out of trouble and meet
up with friends with the confidence that they are safe.

This is why Stephenson is officially designated by the city of Portland as a Basic Earthquake
Emergency Communication Node (BEECN).!5* A BEECN (pronounced beacon) is a specific
place residents can go after a major earthquake if phone lines, internet, and power lines
are entirely disrupted. Closing Stephenson will make our neighborhood LESS SAFE in an
emergency.

We know that health and safety is one of your top priorities. Stephenson's campus is one of
the healthiest and safest in the area. Our campus:

e Has both a large, green, flat field and a paved area with a covered roof providing
ample outdoor space, trees, and grass.

¢ Has natural barriers instead of fences, as it is nestled between quiet neighborhoods
that surround the school on all sides.

e Islocated on a safe and quiet street with less, and slower, traffic flows compared to
nearby schools.

e Isone that children can SAFELY walk to independently, in part, because of a
student-led safety patrol program that is run by the 5th grade leadership team.

e Hascleaner air due to its distance from freeways.

The district's utilization analysis measures seats and square footage, but it does not
measure the value of:

e Community partnerships

¢ Volunteer contributions

e Parentfundraising

e Childcare access

e Active transportation programs
¢ Neighborhood health

e Social cohesion

e The greater school property size and assets that lend to youth activities



These are real assets that contribute to student success. This proposal impacts more than
students and families, as there are numerous businesses that support Stephenson in
acting as the heart of the local community.

Once lost, they cannot simply be recreated elsewhere.

Stephenson Child Care Association (“SCCA”) Is a Critical Community Resource

Board policy requires a study of community partnerships. 24 Any discussion of closing
Stephenson must account for the impact on working families and SCCA, a highly
successful independent local nonprofit childcare and after-school provider that serves
local working families every day. The program is an essential community resource, and it
has expanded beyond its original location to meet demand for the Stephenson community
due to the number of working families in the area. Unlike the large corporate after-school
programs offered at many schools, SCCA was created by and for our community. It
provides dependable, on-site care tailored to the needs of local families at a reasonable
price. For many working families, access to reliable on-site childcare is not a convenience,
it’s a necessity.

As of October 7, 2026, PPS has not said what will happen to this essential community
service if students are reassigned. We do not believe adequate consideration has been
given to whether receiving schools are able to match the high-quality safe childcare
Stephenson families have come to rely on at the volume needed to support our working
families. You are asking these kids to not only lose their school, but potentially their
beloved after school and summer camp programs too.

PPS Has Not Addressed the Long-Term Consequences of Vacant School Buildings

Closed school buildings can sit empty for years and be “costly to seal, maintain and
insure”.® The closure of George Smith Elementary should serve as a cautionary example.
Twenty years after its closure, the property remains vacant. They had to bulldoze a portion
of it due to how decrepit and dangerous it had become. What was once a thriving
neighborhood school became a deteriorating building that has required ongoing cost,
maintenance, security, and oversight while providing little benefit to the surrounding
community.

The experience raises an important question: What is PPS's plan for the buildings it
proposes to close? Families have heard a great deal about enrollment and building use. !
Without clear plans for reuse, redevelopment, or disposition, closures risk creating
additional long-term liabilities rather than solving existing challenges. To date, PPS has not
posted its plan for any building targeted for closure.® Without a clear plan, closures risk
creating long-term costs, security, and maintenance issues.?®!



Before the Board votes to close any school, it should require a clear, workable plan for
every affected property. PPS's own auditors call for “a facilities reuse strategy”.*1 PPS
policy has a rule for each School Closure Report. It must cover the “current and potential
use of the facility”.*?? We urge the Board to create these plans prior to any decision to
vacate property.

At a time when the city of Portland has struggled to recognize a full economic recovery, the
Board should also strongly consider how the action to close a large number of schools
under either of the Scenarios will impact property values, causing further economic
decline in certain areas of the city that are already experiencing challenges.

The Burden of Proof Should Be Higher. Closing a school is hard to undo.

The burden should not be on families to prove why their school should remain open. The
burden should be on the district to demonstrate why each individual closure is necessary
and how with each individual closure students will be better off as a result. We should be
able to see in the weighted data the results of the extensive community engagement that
we participated in with our neighboring schools and PPS and have access to the
scoresheet for every school being evaluated under the same matrix.

At Stephenson, families are being asked to accept the loss of a neighborhood school and
disruption to our students.?® We are being asked to accept uncertainty about our childcare
provider, which contracts with PPS each year for its space at the school.?"? We are being
asked to accept longer trips to school to much more congested areas, with drastically
fewer children able to walk or bike to school.['® We are being asked to accept the loss of a
key community gathering place,"® without a clear account of what Stephenson's students
would gain in learning.? In return, PPS acknowledges limited cost savings and a short-term
vision of sustainability.

That is not a decision that should be rushed.
The Board Still Has a Choice

PPS staff have told the Board it may “choose to defer this work to a later time”.!*¢! We
respectfully urge the Board to pause any closure decision affecting Stephenson and all PPS
schools until PPS can provide:

o Clearevidence that PPS is taking every measure to avoid “disruptive, poorly
managed school transitions that can harm student achievement”.*”!

e Adetailed transition plan for students, families, and teaching staff that addresses
building vacancies, transportation costs, environmental impacts, employment
matters, class sizes, childcare for working families, and economic consequences.



e A study of how closures would impact school accessibility, absenteeism, and traffic
patterns in Southwest Portland, and a plan that covers the 'transportation options
and barriers' PPS policy requires.!"®

¢ Assurance that community partners will be maintained specifically to provide the
adequate volume of childcare to support working families. Stephenson kids should
not lose both their school and their after-school care. The plan should be part of the
'‘current community partnerships' study PPS policy requires.?4

e Aproperty plan for each building proposed to close that covers the 'current and
potential use of the facility' that PPS policy requires.“?

o Afullreview of other choices in each school's School Closure Report. That includes
growing enrollment and investing in the community. PPS's own enrollment
campaign lists Stephenson's ZIP code, 97219, for a later phase. 9

¢ Aneconomic impact study that accounts for job losses, declining property values,
crime and safety matters, and environmental and community impacts resulting
from a substantial number of school closures.

Stephensonis a thriving school community, a neighborhood anchor, and a public asset
that has kept students in the district when there are so many options for education in our
area. For our children, our neighbors, and the future of Southwest Portland, we respectfully
ask you not to close Stephenson Elementary.

Right-plan before you right-size.

Sincerely,

The Stephenson Elementary School Community Students, Families, Staff, Alumni,
Stephenson Childcare Association, and Neighbors of Stephenson Elementary School
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