
The  President      May  13,  2021  
The  White  House  
1600  Pennsylvania  Ave,  NW  
Washington,  DC  20500  

Dear  Mr.  President,  
As  you  negotiate  with  the  Congress  on  your  American  Jobs  Plan,  we  urge  you  to  include  public  
school  facilities  in  any  legislation  to  modernize  our  nation’s  infrastructure.  With  the  $100  billion  
in  grants  and  $30  billion  in  bonds  in  the  Reopen  and  Rebuild  America’s  Schools  Act,  states  and  
school  districts  will  be  able  to  leverage  these  federal  funds  to  modernize  nearly  10,000  of  our  
nation’s  worst  school  facilities.    This  work  will  create  good-­‐quality  jobs.    It  will  improve  
communities  and  the  daily  lives  of  millions  of  students  and  school  staff.  

Our  nation’s  public  schools  should  have  the  same  priority  as  traditional  infrastructure  and  be  
recognized  for  their  role  as  essential  public  infrastructure  in  every  American  community.  
Bridges,  ports,  roads,  transit,  broadband,  and  water  works  are  in  the  American  Jobs  Plan  for  the  
same  reason  public  schools  belong  in  an  infrastructure  package:  because  they  are  essential  
public  infrastructure  and  cannot  raise  sufficient  capital  from  local  and  state  sources  to  meet  the  
50  year  reconstruction  requirements  of  aged  and  crumbling  infrastructure.      

Public  school  facilities  are  like  “traditional”  infrastructure  in  many ways:  
● Elementary  and  secondary  public  schools  are  publicly  owned,  accessible,  and  required

to  support  an  essential  public  obligation—a  system  of  free  and  universal  K-­‐12  public
education.

● School  construction  will  create  good-­‐quality  jobs  that  pay  prevailing  wages  in  safe  and
healthy  workplaces.

● Capital  improvements  are  delivered  through  private  contracts,  under  public  oversight.
● Capital  improvements  use  skilled  labor  from  the  private  sector—and  $130  billion  for  our

public  school  facilities  will  create  2  million  jobs  in  the  building  trades,  U.S.



manufacturing,  and  in  the  economies  of  rural,  town,  suburban,  and  urban  communities  
across  the  nation.1    

● Capital  improvements  projects  provide  building  trades  pre-­‐apprenticeship  and
registered  apprenticeship  opportunities  for  underprivileged  communities.

● Capital  improvements  projects  invest  in  and  develop  a  robust,  highly  skilled  and  trained
workforce  necessary  to  build  and  maintain  the  Nation’s  infrastructure.

● Public  support  for  federal  funding  for  school  facilities  is  bi-­‐partisan.2

Public  schools  are  the  nation’s  second  largest  area  of  capital  outlay  for  state  and  local  
government,  next  to  highways.  Our  nation’s  100,000  public  schools  serve  56  million  school  
age  children,  teachers,  and  administrative  staff  during  the  school  year—onea sixth  of  the  
American  population  goes  to  school  or  works  in  a  public  school  facility  every  workday.  

Data  Source:  U.S.  Census  of  Governments,  F-­‐13  Fiscal  Survey  FY2014-­‐FY2018  

However,  the  majority  of  our  nation’s  school  buildings  are  now  over  50  years  old  and  have  
never  been  modernized.  In  its  June  2020  national  report  on  public  school  facilities,  the  GAO  
found  that  nearly  one  quarter  of  all  school  districts  have  half  or  more  of  their  schools  that  need  

1  Updated  employment  multipliers  for  the  U.S.  Economy,  Josh  Bivens,  January  23,  2019,  Economic  Policy  Institute,  
and  A  public  investment  agenda  that  delivers  the  goods  for  American  workers  needs  to  be  long-­‐lived,  broad,  and  
subject  to  democratic  oversight.  December  8,  2016.    
2  Politico  poll  shows  70%  of  Americans,  including  62%  of  Republicans  think  schools  are  infrastructure.  
https://www.politico.com/f/?id=00000178-­cfbd-­d112-­a97e-­ffbde6ef0000  April  9-­12,  2021  poll.  
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a  major  system  replaced  or  upgraded.3  Mechanical  heating,  ventilation,  and  cooling  (HVAC)  
systems  were  found  to  have  the  most  deficiency.    Nationally,  41%  of  school  districts  reported  
their  HVAC  system  needed  major  upgrade  or  replacement  to  function  properly.  The  GAO  study  
did  not  investigate  whether  school  facilities  were  educationally  adequate,  resilient,  or  energy  or  
water  efficient,  but  it  is  clear  tens  of  thousands  of  school  facilities  across  the  country  are  also  
deficient  in  these  areas.  
  
Our  country  needs  21st  century  public  school  facilities  that  uphold  public  health  standards,  
support  best  educational  practices,  prepare  21st  century  workers,  conserve  natural  resources,  
and  advance  the  Administration’s  climate  goals.  The  forthcoming  (2021)  State  of  Our  Schools  
Report  estimates  that,  nationally,  we  should  be  spending  about  $112  billion  per  year  on  capital  
outlay  for  our  public  school  facilities  in  addition  to  the  ongoing  annual  costs  for  operations  and  
maintenance.  However,  over  the  last  five  years,  districts  and  states  only  spent  about  $52.7  
billion  per  year  (2020$)  on  capital  outlay  facilities  improvements  —  about  half  of  what  is  
needed,  leaving  an  annual  gap  of  $47.1  billion  for  our  existing  facilities,  and  a  nearly  $12.7  
billion  annual  gap  for  new  school  construction.4  At  the  end  of  FY2018,  school  districts  in  the  US  
already  held  nearly  one  half  of  a  trillion  dollars  in  long-­‐term  debt  from  their  efforts  to  provide  
adequate  school  facilities.      
  
These  trends  illustrate  that,  despite  their  continuing  effort,  many  school  districts  and  states  are  
not  able  to  raise  the  capital  needed  to  address  the  shortcomings  of  their  facilities.  The  result  is  
gross  disparities  in  school  facility  conditions  between  wealthier  and  poorer  districts  —a  reality  
that  undermines  education  quality  and  achievement  in  already  disadvantaged  schools.5  Federal  
inaction  to  address  these  issues  is  exacerbating  educational  inequalities  across  the  country.  
Lower-­‐wealth  communities  need  federal  and  state  assistance  and  incentives  to  modernize  their  
schools,  not  just  patch  and  repair  obsolete  schools  so  they  are  minimally  adequate.      
  
The  [Re]Build  America’s  School  Infrastructure  Coalition  (BASIC)  is  dedicated  to  getting  public  
schools  their  rightful  place  at  America’s  infrastructure  table.  The  American  Jobs  Plan  can  do  
this.  It  can  build  back  better  with  jobs  and  public  education  construction  projects  that  will  

                                                                                                
3  K-­‐12  Education:  School  Districts  Frequently  Identified  Multiple  Building  Systems  Needing  Updates  or  
Replacement.  June  2020  GAO  -­‐20-­‐494  
4  Preliminary  analysis  of  U.S.  Census  of  Government  Fiscal  Data,  data  collected  from  state  facilities  offices,  and  
application  of  industry  standards  forthcoming  in  State  of  our  Schools  2021,  from  the  21st  Century  School  Fund,  
National  Council  on  School  Facilities,  International  WELL  Building  Institute  and  the  Center  for  Cities  +  Schools  at  UC  
Berkeley,  June  2021.  
5  Filardo,  M.,  Vincent,  J.M.,  &  Sullivan,  K.  (2019).  How  crumbling  school  facilities  perpetuate  inequality.  Phi  Delta  
Kappan,  100 (8),  27-­‐31.    



secure  a  new  generation  of  resilient  21st  century  school  facilities  in  low-­‐wealth  and  high-­‐need  
rural,  town,  suburban  and  urban  communities  across  the  nation.  This  work  is  non-­‐partisan  in  
our  communities.  It  can  be  bipartisan  in  Congress.    
  
Sincerely,  

  
  
  
  
  

Mary  Filardo,  Executive  Director,  21st  Century  School  Fund  
On  Behalf  of  the  BASIC  Coalition
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