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Zoning Committee of the Planning Commission (ZOCO)  

Meeting Summary 

April 24, 2019 

 

Ellen M. Bozman Government Center 

2100 Clarendon Blvd., Room 715 

Arlington, VA 22201 

 
Planning Commissioners in attendance:   
Daniel Weir (Chair, ZOCO) 
Elizabeth Gearin 
Nancy Iacomini 
James Lantelme 
Kathleen McSweeney 
David W. Ricks 
James Schroll 
Sara Steinberger 
 
Planning Commissioners absent: 
Stephen Hughes 
Elizabeth Morton 
Devanshi P. Patel 
Jane C. Siegel 
 
Staff in attendance:  
Kellie Brown, Associate Planner, CPHD - Planning 
Nick Rogers, Principal Planner, CPHD - Planning 
Kelsey Steffen, Associate Planner, CPHD - Planning 
 
Relocatable Classrooms for Public Schools (briefing).   
ZOCO Chair Daniel Weir opened the meeting at 7:53pm.  
 
Kelsey Steffen presented staff’s work on a study to amend the Zoning Ordinance in a manner 
that would allow administrative review and approval of relocatable classroom structures at 
Arlington County Public Schools (APS). Ms. Steffen summarized the background information 
presented at the ZOCO’s March 2019 meeting on this study. She discussed three amendments 
proposed by staff to accomplish the study’s goals:  
 

1. Amend the definition of design capacity in Article 18 to specifically state that student 
seats added within relocatable structures do not count toward a school’s design 
capacity;  

2. Add a new subsection to §12.10.9, which would list relocatable structures as a permitted 
short-term use subject to administrative approval; and, 

3. Amend §12.4.7, which provides use standards for schools, to state that relocatable 
structures may be added to APS sites through the administrative change process in 
conformance with the short-term use standards specified in §12.10.9. 

 
Ms. Steffen presented additional background material that APS had provided in response to 
information requests made by the ZOCO at their March 2019 meeting.  
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The ZOCO then discussed the staff analysis and recommendations. The topics of this 
discussion are summarized below.  
 
At the end of the discussion, Chairman Weir adjourned the meeting at 9:12pm.  
 
Clarifying Questions: 

• What is the process that APS undertakes when deploying relocatable structures for auxiliary 
classroom use at a school site? 

o APS notifies the school principal, who passes this notification along to the 
immediately adjacent civic associations to the school site and the school’s parent-
teacher association.  

o APS provides the civic association contact information to the principals at each 
school when relocatable structures are to be placed at a school.  

• Could APS be required to provide a copy of the notification to the surrounding 
neighborhoods as a submission requirement for their certificate of occupancy application for 
placing relocatable structures at a school site? 

• Have Use Permit applications for APS sites ever been denied by the County Board? 
o Staff confirmed that the Board has never denied an APS Use Permit application.  

• If the Board approves all Use Permits, then what purpose does requiring a Use Permit 
approval for schools serve? 

• How have increases in parking demand at schools been handled? 
o Staff discussed the use of parking modifications authorized in the Zoning Ordinance 

to acknowledge and account for these increases through strategies such as 
transportation demand management (TDM) programs and assessments of nearby 
on-street parking supply and its ability to supplement the school’s off-street parking.  

• How important is on-site open space to APS? 

• Can APS provide data showing how many years individual relocatable structures have been 
located at each school? 

• What is the average length of time a relocatable structure is used at a given school? 

• How much does it cost to purchase and place a relocatable structure at a school site? How 
is this cost compared with the construction costs of adding permanent classroom space? 

• What are the life cycle costs for the relocatable structures used by APS? 

• Can APS provide pictures of what the relocatable classrooms they use look like? 

• Has APS considered the use of two-story relocatable structures, which could be a good tool 
for maximizing open space? What would be the code implications for such structures? 

o APS staff stated that two-story relocatable structures were not a feasible option due 
to accessibility issues which would require an elevator to reach the second floor for 
compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).  

• Why is the APS Capital Improvement Plan referenced in the Zoning Ordinance’s definition 
for design capacity? 

o Staff clarified that this was incorporated to provide a standardized baseline number 
from which to calculate a school’s parking requirement.  

• What is the state’s standard for the maximum number of students in a classroom? 

• Regarding the proposed §12.10.9.A.3 in the draft text, what does written authorization 
mean? 

o Staff clarified that this term was used to allow flexibility for various forms of 
agreements between APS and the County as well as between APS and private land 
owners. Staff noted that the preferred method for establishing such agreements 
would be for APS and the County to enter into a license agreement for APS’s use of 
County property.  
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o What sorts of written agreements would be insufficient to satisfy this standard? 

• Could placing relocatable structures outside of tree preservation areas have the unintended 
consequence of reducing a school’s on-site open space? 

 
Other Questions and Comments: 

• Commissioners expressed concerns with relocatable structures being placed on tennis 
courts at APS school sites for what could amount to be an indefinite period of time.  

• Commissioners shared their understanding of neighborhood sentiment regarding 
recreational outdoor space at APS sites, stating that residents living near schools do not 
typically think of such recreational space at elementary schools in a different manner as 
those at middle and high schools. 

• Commissioners noted that the budget for the Reed School project exceeded initial estimates 
due to, among other reasons, the preservation of open space.  

• Commissioners considered the proposed amendment in conflict with the recommendations 
listed in the most recent draft of the Public Spaces Master Plan.  

• Commissioners were sympathetic to APS’s many constraints in meeting enrollment growth 
needs but did not support the use of relocatable structures in this manner to meet those 
capacity challenges.  

• Commissioners were concerned that choice schools would have notification issues with 
informing the surrounding community of the placement and use of new relocatable 
structures at their school sites. They wanted these types of notifications to be consistent 
across all APS school sites. Commissioners also questioned whether consistent notifications 
could occur if solely relying on the principals of schools given their many duties.  

• Commissioners highlighted the need for both civic associations and homeowners’ 
associations to receive these notifications.  

• Commissioners felt that some school sites may be overparked, and that relocatable 
structures should be permitted to take up parking spaces in lieu of losing on-site open 
space. Commissioners supported more robust TDM programs to reduce parking demand 
and use excess spaces as a location for relocatable classrooms in lieu of losing on-site 
open space.  

• Commissioners expressed differences of opinion with residents who oppose school staff 
parking along streets within close proximity to a school site.  

• Commissioners discussed their observations of many school sites having their available on-
site open space being squeezed, and that relocatable structures should not exacerbate this 
issue and instead be located in parking lots.  

• Commissioners were concerned with the establishment of an administrative process for 
approving and siting relocatable structures at schools that would allow indefinite renewals of 
short-term use permits. Commissioners highlighted long-term impacts to lot coverage.  

• Commissioners surmised that the placement of relocatable structures at a school site could 
have implications for compliance with Code of Virginia § 15.2-2232, which requires public 
facilities to be features shown on a locality’s Comprehensive Plan.  

• Commissioners discussed revisions to the draft text which would trigger a public review 
process for the continued use of relocatable structures at an individual school site after the 
expiration of the second three-year term of use.  

• Commissioners emphasized the operational changes that schools must make to account for 
the use of relocatable structures in supplementing their classroom space. Commissioners 
felt these changes can be challenging and alter the school dynamic.  

• Commissioners recommended that the County develop a Public Facilities Master Plan to 
support advance planning for schools expansions that would reduce the need to use 
relocatable structures for managing enrollment growth.  



 

4 
 

• Commissioners contemplated use standards for relocatable structures which would vary the 
length of the term limit based on whether the structure was placed in on-site open space, in 
the parking lot, or in an athletic field. They felt that longer term limits could be considered for 
placement in more desirable locations.  

• Commissioners questioned whether instruction in relocatable structures, when compared 
with conventional classrooms, would generate higher stress levels for students in those 
instructional settings.  

 
Public Comments. 
 
No members of the public were in attendance.  
 
Michael DePalma, Specialist, Arlington Public Schools – Facilities and Operations, attended the 
meeting and provided feedback and information to ZOCO on several items during their 
discussion.  
 


