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1. Fill out the following information for the variance being requested: 

 
        REQUIRED  PROPOSED 

Front yard setback 15’ (at 36th and 37th) 59’ at 36th & 16.9’ @ 37th  

Rear yard setback No rear yard, side yard is 5’ 13.75’ at Regal 

Lot coverage percentage 2,250 SF + 35% over 5,000 SF max 2,250 SF + 20% of 156,532 SF 

Lot size existing 3.7 acres (161,532 SF) 

Lot width existing 612’ 

Height 40’ max (as of 1/1/24) 47’ only at 3rd floor 

Other (specify)   

 

2. What physical characteristics of the property interfere with your ability to meet the 

required standards? 

• The 3.7-acre site is extremely compact for an elementary school parcel for 

any elementary school, including for Spokane Public Schools. A typical 

elementary school site is 10-12 acres.  The original 3-story building was 

built in 1910 in the middle of open land.  It is currently now surrounded by 

a densely developed neighborhood and is bound on all sides by highly 

used, high-traffic streets (Regal (west), 37th (south), 36th (north)) or an 

easement for a future street (Fiske (east)) without any opportunity to 

expand the available site area. The site is also physically restricted by 

shallow subgrade bedrock that would be cost-prohibitive to remove in the 

extents necessary to provide a fully accessible site.  With the site bordered 

so closely to existing perimeter grades at each of the streets, the building 

was lowered as much as possible to avoid rock removal and get as close to 

perimeter grades.  Even with this extensive effort, there remains relatively 

steep grades between the building pad and the perimeter sidewalks, yet 

the building and site are fully ADA compliant. 

 

3. How does this property physically differ from other similarly zoned properties in the area 

and how do the physical characteristics of the subject property prevent developing to the 

same extent? 

• This property is zoned RSF but has never been used for single family residential, 

the perimeter properties are primarily zoned RMF, with RSF at the far northeast 

end (where there is proposed open space), and south at Ferris High School. The 

existing 3-story Adams Elementary School is 42’ above the existing highest grade 

position and has been located on this site for 113 years, serving the surrounding 
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RSF and RMF zoned parcels since 1910.  The physical size of the building is larger 

than single family residences to support the students and community needs as an 

elementary school. 

4. What hardship will result if the variance request is not granted? 

• Reduced outdoor gross motor and physical activity space: The present design 

includes some 3-story elements that exceed the height limits. The design reduces the 

overall footprint of the building on the site to maximize the outdoor play and green 

spaces for students and the surrounding neighborhood. To comply with the 40’ height 

limitation the portion of the building on the third floor would have to be integrated into 

the 2-story portion of the building reducing the amount of open space available on the 

site to provide outdoor space to provide equitable program space for physical 

education classes and recess for students. Any additional parcel space allocated to the 

building footprint would reduce the amount of outdoor playground and playfield space 

available to students.  

• Adams Elementary School is a Title 1 school serving a low-income student 

population, reducing the outdoor play space further exacerbates the 

disadvantages these students are already facing.  To provide equitable amenities 

across the district for all elementary students, including both Title 1 and non-Title 1 

schools, moving a portion of the building to 3-stories maximizes the outdoor space for 

PE, recess and outdoor learning.  Adams students should have equitable amenities to 

other elementary peers within Spokane Public Schools. 

• Reduced public access to neighborhood green spaces: There are no City-provided 

public parks within the Adams attendance boundary.  Neighborhood access to green 

space within walking distance would be reduced significantly if the building footprint 

was increased from the current design. This would be a detriment to the livability of the 

neighborhood and would conflict with the current City of Spokane Design Guidelines 

for Public Projects section B-5 “Public Amenities: Providing Inviting and Usable Open 

Space.” 

• Decreased sustainable features: The current 3-story configuration maintains a 

compact footprint on the site. Increasing the footprint would conflict with the current 

City of Spokane Design Guidelines for Public Projects section A-2 “Urban Design: 

Provide a Sustainable Framework.” 

• Decreased accessibility: The existing grading constraints between the sidewalk level 

and the main entry to the building are challenging. The proposed compact footprint 

allows more perimeter space to create a fully accessible site.  The existing building is 

not accessible. The approach to achieving accessible is supported by the Design Review 

Board comment below:  

 



• Insufficient space for required systems: Schools and classrooms are required to meet 

specific code requirements for noise reduction, increased daylighting, and healthy 

indoor air quality. The systems needed to meet these requirements such as taller 

windows, large ductwork and piping require taller floor to floor heights and placing 

mechanical equipment on the roof. If the building was required to meet the 40-foot 

height limit, each floor would be compressed to an insufficient height to accommodate 

these code-required systems.  

• Inefficient use of public funding to operate school: The new layout and 

programming of the building right-sizes the school for the appropriate student 

population of 400 students.  The existing building is too small and limits academic 

offerings and support to students. The Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction 

(OSPI) recommends a minimum student population of 400 students to optimize 

operational functioning and staffing efficiencies. In 2016, when SPS began the process 

of redrawing attendance boundaries, the attendance boundary was reduced.  Reducing 

the attendance boundary to serve a smaller student population allowed the district to 

also reduce the new replacement building size, the amount of parking required, and 

ultimately, maximizing the amount of open space to serve the school and greater 

community.  If the district had not reduced the attendance boundary and left it as it 

currently is, a much larger building would be required along with increased parking, 

drop-off/pick-up, and outdoor play areas. Therefore, the new building footprint has 

already been reduced to the extent that it will not create operational hardship due to 

the inefficiencies noted above. 

• Potential inability to move Designated Instruction students back to Adams 

Elementary School.  Due to limited space in the existing Adams Elementary School, 

Designated Instruction (DI) students within the attendance boundary of Adams are not 

able to be served and attend a different school that has space.  The new Adams 

Elementary School will have a designated DI classroom, allowing DI students living 

within the Adams attendance boundary to attend their neighborhood school.   DI 

programs provide a focused instructional and intervention model to students with low 

cognitive abilities to support their growth in appropriately leveled academics, functional 

daily living, and employability.  Services are provided in a small classroom setting with 

intentional access to general education settings.  

 

5. Is the hardship merely economic or self-created? Please explain. 

• No, the hardships noted above are not merely economic or self-created.  

• School district projects are subject to meeting numerous requirements and regulations 

to support students’ academics, physical health, safety, and social-emotional well-being. 

These regulations are largely more onerous than a typical residential building within a 

RSF zoned site. 

• Schools are highly valuable community assets that support the livability of the 

surrounding neighborhood. The planning efforts for this project take this into account 

and are responding directly to the constraints of the existing site along with the values 

of the community. 

 

6. Does compliance with the requirement eliminate or substantially impair a natural, 

historic, or cultural feature of area-wide significance? If yes, please explain. 

• Yes, the applicant believes a one or two-story building would contradict 



the historical and cultural significance of the existing three-story school 

that has been a part of this neighborhood since 1910.  The building is 

currently 42’ above grade and 44’ in overall height from the lowest floor 

level.  

• When planning this project, Spokane Public Schools performed extensive 

community outreach activities to best understand the cultural significance 

of the school as expressed by past and current staff, students, and public 

users. Participants were also asked what they would do to improve the 

school when it was replaced. The feedback heard repeatedly is as follows: 

• The existing 3-story, red brick building is familiar and beloved by 

families both with students in school and those in the 

surrounding neighborhood who do not have kids in the school.   

• Families tend to stay in the neighborhood for generations with 

the school viewed as more valuable than simply a school, it is 

truly a community hub. 

• The new design should draw on familiar characteristics from the 

existing building, while also being updated to reflect modern 

criteria along with positively impacting the students and 

neighborhood for another century, like the prior Adams 

Elementary building. 

• Providing a variety of outdoor learning spaces and large open 

play areas is a high priority. 

• The new design should increase the safety, security, and 

accessibility of the building. 

• Additional photos and an article discussing the “spirit” of Adams 

Elementary are included as Exhibit A. 

 

7. Will surrounding properties suffer significant adverse effects if this variance is granted? 

Please explain. 

• No, if the variance is granted it will not cause any adverse effects to 

surrounding properties. The design and layout of the project has been carefully 

planned to avoid this in the following ways: 

• The new building is situated closer to the surrounding multi-family 

residential zones (to the northwest and west which currently have 

multi-story buildings) and further from the limited section of lower-

scale single-family residences to the northeast. The property to the 

south is Ferris High School. It will not be impacted at all by the 3-story 

design of Adams, since it also has portions of the building that are 

also much taller than the 40’ limit (as approved by a previous design 

variance application) 

• The 3-story portion of the building along the “front-yard” on 36th is 

set back from the property line by 4 times the amount required (59’) 

and generous amounts of landscaping and trees will be used in this 

space to soften the appearance from across the street. 

• The larger green space is a valuable neighborhood amenity and will 



be available for public use outside of school hours. 

• The rooftop mechanical units can be screened by extending the walls 

of the 3rd floor and therefore creating a more attractive architectural 

solution for the neighboring properties. 

• The proposed design consolidates multiple buildings into one 

compact footprint and will eliminate the outdated portables. The 

single-family residences at the northeast corner will end up with 

improved views to the green space if the variance is granted to allow 

a smaller building footprint. 

 

8. Will the appearance of the property be inconsistent with the development patterns of 

the surrounding property? Please explain. 

• The appearance of the proposed design is consistent with the existing 42’ 

high, 3-story, red brick school building that has existed on this site since 1910. 

This approach was supported by the Design Review Board as noted in the 

comment below: 

                         
 

• The proposed design is sensitive to the surrounding properties by limiting the 

area that will exceed the height limit, which is a small portion of the overall 

building. The 3rd floor areas that do exceed the height limit are stepped back 

from the face of the more dominant two-story mass and therefore follow the 

typical height mitigating designs allowed by RMF zoning. The layering of 

masses softens what would otherwise be an abrupt visual impact. 

• The building has a variety of heights and shapes that add visual interest and is 

more compatible with the surrounding context. The weighted average of the 

building height is only 35’ along the length of the perimeter walls. 

 

 

Attachments: 

Exhibit A: Adams historic photos and article 

Exhibit B: Renderings of the proposed design site plan and 3D views 

Exhibit C: Community Survey Results 
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EXHIBIT A: Historic Photos 
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Adams Elementary before Ferris HS construction
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Adams Elementary after Ferris HS construction
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EXHIBIT B: Adams Elementary Site Plan Rendering
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EXHIBIT B: Adams Elementary Design Renderings
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View from 36th looking west
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View from Regal and 36th looking southeast
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Section view through site from 36th to 37th
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View from 37th & Fiske looking west



bhanley
Image

bhanley
Image

bhanley
Text Box
EXHIBIT C: Adams Elementary Community Survey Results
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EXHIBIT C: Adams Elementary Community Survey Results Word-Cloud


