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Executive Summary 
Over the past two decades, public schools in Ontario have been permanently closing at 

alarming rates. From 2010 to 2016, the total number of school closures was 354 which 

was related to the 2009 and 2015 revisions of the Pupil Accommodation Review Guideline 

(Snow, 2019). Additionally, in 2017 decisions were made to close 58 schools with 

decisions pending for another 52 (Collins, Allman, & Irwin, 2019). These closures not only 

result in the loss of educational facilities, but also the loss of valuable community spaces 

from respective neighbourhoods (Cranston, 2017). While the controversies surrounding 

these school closures have been the subject of scholarly inquiry (Fredua-Kwarteng, 2005; 

Irwin & Seasons, 2012), what is less understood is how these properties are repurposed 

following the permanent closures of the schools. Given the importance of public schools 

as community assets, the objective of this research was to examine the opportunities and 

challenges to adaptively reusing former public schools in Ontario as spaces for 

community use and benefit. 

 

Adaptive reuse is “the practice of identifying, acquiring, renovating or placing back into 

service a building or similar structure for a purpose different that for which it was originally 

designed” (Rosenbaum, Kim, Ramirez, Orejuela, & Park, 2019). It can provide various 

economic, environmental and social benefits to a community including retaining a ‘sense 

of place’ (Bullen & Love, 2011). This report explored how adaptive reuse of former school 

buildings has been leveraged to support deprived neighbourhoods in three contrasting 

Ontario cities: North Bay, Owen Sound, and Windsor.  

 

This research was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What is the extent of social and material deprivation experienced by the 

neighbourhoods where the former school buildings are located? 

2. How are the closed public schools currently being used in each of the study sites, 

and what were the processes and conditions that enabled the repurposing of the 

closed schools for their current use?  

3. What constraints and opportunities did the current occupants encounter in 

adapting the school buildings and properties for their current use?  
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4. What benefits, if any, do the current occupants feel the new use is offering to the 

broader community?  

5. How has the new use been received by the surrounding local community?  

 

To answer the research questions, an exploratory comparative case study approach was 

employed. Demographic analyses were performed using the 2016 Census Data to 

understand the residential profile of the neighbourhoods where the former school 

buildings were located. Policy analyses was used to assess the conditions that enabled 

or deterred community uses from being located within the former school building. And key 

informants from each site provided their perspectives on the benefits of the new use and 

how the surrounding community perceived the new use.  

 

The demographic analyses revealed high levels of deprivation in each study 

neighbourhood, with the greatest deprivation levels in the Windsor neighbourhood. The 

policy analysis demonstrated the ability for new community uses to be located within the 

former school buildings without Zoning By-law Amendments or other planning approvals. 

From the interviews, it was apparent that only one of these sites could be considered a 

true community hub. In two cases, privacy fencing has been erected to deter residents 

from using the space, while the targeted nature of the services provided by the new 

occupant limits the clientele who use the space. In all three sites, however, participants 

noted that the new use is addressing a clear need within their community. From this study, 

three recommendations emerged: 

 

1. Municipalities should provide financial incentives to support non-profit organizations 

to allow for the purchase of former school buildings. 

2. Municipalities should collaborate with school boards to better facilitate the process of 

selling former school buildings. 

3. Municipalities should recognize and promote successful adaptive reuse projects of 

former school buildings within their community that have maintained the space as a 

community hub. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 

1.1 Problem Statement 
Despite Ontario’s large population, schools have been closing across the province within 

the past decade at an alarming rate (Collins et al., 2019). From 2010 to 2016, the total 

number of school closures was 354 with the highest closures in 2011 (n=63) and 2016 

(n=66) (Snow, 2019). Additionally, in 2017 decisions were made to close 58 schools with 

decisions pending for another 52 (Collins et al., 2019). The continuing trend of public 

school closure across Ontario is concerning as these communities lose a social hub. 

Often, public schools can be viewed as a ‘third place’, meaning a place other than work 

or home where people gather to build relationships and supportive networks (Rosenbaum 

et al., 2019). This is affecting both urban and rural communities across Ontario, leaving 

the residents without a ‘third place’ to maintain and enrich these social connections.  

 

Case studies on school closures in the United States have shown that low-income and 

minority communities are often disproportionately affected by such closures (Caven, 

2019), and recent work by (Snow, 2019) suggests a similar pattern exists in Ontario. News 

reports suggest that Ontario’s rural communities have also been impacted heavily by 

school closures, leaving them without a community hub (The Canadian Press, 2018). 

Since deprived communities may already be limited for resources and spaces that are 

viewed as a ‘third place’ (Oldenburg, 1989), public schools may be the only local space 

that can offer social interaction for residents.  

 

The large number of school closures across Ontario has led to an increasing amount of 

land either left vacant or for sale, offering opportunities for these facilities to be repurposed 

while maintaining their role as a ‘third place’. Such an approach to adaptive reuse, where 

a building is acquired and renovated for a purpose different from which it was originally 

designed (Rosenbaum et al., 2019), could be especially beneficial for those communities 

that are most deprived, both geographically and socioeconomically. Additionally, adaptive 

reuse can preserve a community’s architectural, social and cultural historical values as 

well as maintaining the local identity of the area (Bullen & Love, 2011). This is often the 
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case for heritage buildings that are utilized for adaptive reuse, as they provide a valuable 

glimpse of the past and lend character to communities (Bullen & Love, 2011). Because 

of the role that public schools play in serving residents for multiple generations, preserving 

their architectural qualities through adaptive reuse might also help to minimize 

psychological pain in the community brought on by the school’s closure. 

 

1.2 Selected Sites 
This study analyzed adaptive reuse of permanently closed public schools in three sites in 

Ontario. Specifically, this study examined a community treatment centre in Windsor 

(urban large city), an Indigenous community centre in Owen Sound (small city) and a 

place of worship in North Bay (northern community). These sites were of interest in this 

research because the former school buildings were utilized for the new use, and because 

of the range of community services provided across the three sites. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 
This research was guided by the following questions: 

 

1. What is the extent of social and material deprivation experienced by the 

neighbourhoods where the former school buildings are located? 

2. How are the closed public schools currently being used in each of the study sites, 

and what were the processes and conditions that enabled the repurposing of the 

closed schools for their current use?  

3. What constraints and opportunities did the current occupants encounter in 

adapting the school buildings and properties for their current use?  

4. What benefits, if any, do the current occupants feel the new use is offering to the 

broader community?  

5. How has the new use been received by the surrounding local community?  

 

1.4 Relevance of Research Report 
The research has tremendous importance given the high number of vacant public schools 

in Ontario. With the closure of these school buildings, many properties have the 



 3 

opportunity to be adaptively reused for environmental, economic, and social benefit to 

their surrounding communities. The research focuses specifically on the potential social 

benefit of adaptive reuse, as municipalities have the opportunity to support the retention 

of community hubs to reduce social deprivation within the community. Little is known 

about how closed public schools in Ontario are being repurposed, and how surrounding 

communities perceive these new uses. This research has the potential to inform and 

direct municipalities and school boards to develop partnerships to ensure the community 

hub remains in the community. 

 

1.5 Report Outline 
Chapter two describes the issue of public school closures in Ontario, the implications of 

school closures present for vulnerable communities, and the potential benefits that 

adaptive reuse of schools might offer for such communities. Chapter three describes the 

research scope, data collection procedures, and limitations. Chapter four reviews the 

findings of the demographic analysis, policy analysis, and interviews that were completed 

for the selected sites. Chapter five presents a comparative analysis between the selected 

sites to understand the differences between small towns and large cities in supporting 

community uses in former school buildings. The final chapter draws conclusions for each 

research question as well as providing recommendations for the future of adaptive reuse 

in former school buildings in these deprived communities.  
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2.0 Literature Review 
This chapter describes the issue of public school closures in Ontario, the implications of 

school closures for vulnerable communities, and the potential benefits that adaptive reuse 

of schools might offer for such communities. 

 

2.1 The Issue of School Closures in Ontario 
Public school closures in 

Ontario are driven by 

three related trends: 

declining fertility rates, 

declining enrolments, 

and aging infrastructure. 

Since 2006, Ontario has 

experienced a fluctuation 

in births among all age 

groups, which has led to 

a decline in the number of 

births per woman 

(Provencher et al., 2018) (Figure 1). Meanwhile, as is common in many developed 

nations, Canadians aged 65 and older “numbered nearly 3.9 million and constitute almost 

13% of the country’s population” (Hodge, 2008). This is a significant increase over the 

years as the percentage of seniors in 1971 was approximately 8% and this number is 

projected to increase to between 23% and 25% by 2036 (Statistics Canada, 2018). Taken 

together, these changing demographics have had dramatic effects on student 

enrolments. For instance, between 2003 and 2014, the number of students in Ontario’s 

elementary schools declined by 152,000 due to a drop in overall number of school aged 

children (Ministry of Education, 2015). The decline in enrolment across Ontario can be 

seen in Figure 2 which displays the number of enrolments from 1998 to 2009. Since 

funding for public schools is tied to enrolment numbers, declining enrolments negatively 

impact the amount of funding that is allocated to public schools across Ontario, which, in 

turn, reduces the number of staff that the schools can afford to retain (People for 

Figure 1: Fertility Rate in Ontario 
Source: (Provencher, Milan, Hallman, & D’Aoust, 2018) 
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Education, 2009). Aging 

infrastructure is another driver of 

public school closures, since 

reduced public funding creates 

fiscal challenges for school 

boards to engage in costly repairs 

to schools. In many cases, older 

school buildings are deemed 

‘prohibitive to repair’, leading 

boards to either rebuild a new 

school at the same site, or to 

dispose of the asset and relocate 

students to other schools within 

the district (People for Education, 2009).  

 

Public school closure decision-making processes in Ontario are informed by the Ministry 

of Education’s Pupil Accommodation Review Guideline (referred to as the Guideline). The 

Guideline was introduced to “ensure that where a decision is taken by a school board 

regarding the future of a school, that the decision is made with the involvement of an 

informed local community” (Government of Ontario, 2018). Through the accommodation 

review process, one of the options that boards consider is school closure. The Guideline 

enables communities to offer input into these decision-making processes, allowing for 

local community impacts of a closed school to be considered. Alternative options can also 

be explored through the consultation process, such as co-location of schools with other 

services and programs, enabling the continued operation of the school along with other 

uses of the property (Government of Ontario, 2018). Indeed, research has shown that 

some communities might “welcome the replacement of an obsolescent school building 

with a new facility on the same site if the school and its culture are continued” (Irwin & 

Seasons, 2012).  

 

Figure 2: Declining Enrolment in Ontario 
Source: (People for Education, 2009) 
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Despite enthusiasm from local residents, there are notable barriers to retaining school 

buildings and repurposing them for community benefit. Once a decision has been made 

that a school must close, other locally operating educational institutions have the right of 

first refusal to purchase the property, followed by municipalities, at below-market rates 

(Snow, 2019). If there are no willing buyers from the public sector, the property is then 

made available for purchase on the private market. At this point, community organizations 

have the opportunity to purchase the school property and retain its function as a space 

for community benefit. However, once on the private market, the market price of the 

property may be too high for non-profit organizations or other interested parties that would 

be willing to retain the space for community use. Therefore, decisions should be made 

that allow for opportunities to retain community spaces by school boards or municipalities 

(Government of Ontario, 2015).   

 
2.2 Implications of School Closures for Vulnerable Communities 
School closures have been happening in various contexts across Ontario, and the loss of 

these assets can degrade residents’ sense of place (A. G. Phipps, 2015). In urban 

contexts, school closures can cause neighbourhoods to become less attractive to families 

with school-aged children, and can lead residents to feel a loss of community identity 

(Cranston, 2017; Witten, McCreanor, Keams, & Ramasubramanian, 2001). Meanwhile, 

in small towns and rural communities, school closures can threaten the economic viability 

of the community as a whole (Cranston, 2017; People for Education, 2009). Research by 

Snow (2019) demonstrates that school closures in Ontario have been happening 

disproportionately in socioeconomically deprived and geographically isolated 

communities. This is especially troubling since limiting the availability of public spaces 

can amplify the experience of deprivation and isolation within these communities 

(Cranston, 2017), and residents of such communities may have little capacity “to move 

out of their neighbourhood following a school closure” (Collins et al., 2019).  
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The importance of schools to 

community cohesion was recognized 

as early as the 1920s by Clarence 

Perry (Mehaffy et al., 2015). His 

‘neighbourhood unit’ concept placed 

institutions with community benefits 

at the centre of the neighbourhood 

(Figure 3). More recently, community 

spaces have been formally 

acknowledged by the Government of 

Ontario through the Community 

Hubs in Ontario: A Strategic 

Framework & Action Plan (2015) 

(referred to as the Action Plan). The 

Action Plan identifies many spaces 

that can be a community hub, 

including schools, as these spaces 

“provide a central access point for a range of needed health and social services, along 

with cultural, recreational, and green spaces to nourish community life” (Government of 

Ontario, 2015). Community hubs are important to the community as they provide a variety 

of services to ensure the well-being of the residents. Schools can provide various services 

in addition to education that attract other members of the community and provide social 

interaction. This is known as a ‘third place’, which is a place other than home or work 

where people can regularly visit for social interaction (Oldenburg, 1989). Community hubs 

can prevent isolation and loneliness by providing a place for people to gather and connect 

with other members of the community, and to form multiple socially supportive networks 

(Rosenbaum et al., 2019). Therefore, retaining school buildings as community spaces, or 

‘third places’ is important to bring community members together and provide essential 

services. This is especially true in deprived and geographically isolated communities, 

where the fallout of school closures may be more severe.  

 

Figure 3: Clarence Perry's Neighbourhood Unit 
Source: (Mehaffy, Porta, & Romice, 2015) 
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2.3 Adaptive Reuse of Public Schools for Community Benefit 
The increasing number of school closures across Ontario has led to an abundance of 

school properties for sale in the private market, thus presenting opportunities for potential 

buyers to breathe new life into former school buildings. This process is referred to as 

adaptive reuse, and involves “the practice of identifying, acquiring, renovating or placing 

back into service a building or similar structure for a purpose different that for which it was 

originally designed” (Rosenbaum et al., 2019). Adaptive reuse helps to conserve “social, 

cultural and historical values” that are held by inhabitants, past and present, of a 

community (Bullen & Love, 2011). It also reduces the quantity of abandoned buildings in 

a community, which is critical for crime prevention by providing ‘eyes on the street’ 

(Jacobs, 1961).  

 

Adaptive reuse also offers numerous benefits beyond the social. It generates less waste 

and uses less energy (Itard & Klunder, 2007; Velthuis & Spennemann, 2007), thereby 

reducing CO2 emissions associated with construction (Bullen & Love, 2011). By 

prioritizing infill development and repurposing otherwise vacant properties (United States 

Environmental Protection Agency, 2014), adaptive reuse supports more sustainable 

approaches to development because it draws on environmental services (e.g., sewage 

and water) and transportation networks and that are already existing (Riggs & 

Chamberlain, 2018). From an economic perspective, adaptive reuse of an existing 

building has the potential to reduce the both the labour and material costs associated with 

development (Bullen & Love, 2011). One study suggests these saving can be as great as 

10% and 12% when compared to a new build (Shipley, Utz, & Parsons, 2006). Additional 

cost savings can be realized if the new property owner is able to reuse the existing 

building’s systems for water heating, plumbing, electricity, and HVAC (Shipley et al., 

2006), as well as access incentive programs offered by municipalities (Riggs & 

Chamberlain, 2018; Shipley et al., 2006).  

 

Former school buildings have great potential to be adaptively reused as community hubs, 

since their former use as public schools provided a range of services that promoted social 

interaction and community cohesion (Cranston, 2017). Retaining school buildings as 
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community hubs provides “a locale in which [residents] may obtain social supportive 

resources that transforms their subjective sense of personal well-being” (Rosenbaum et 

al., 2019). And in cases where the original aesthetic character of the school is preserved, 

adaptive reuse of schools can reinforce place attachment for residents who were once 

pupils of the school. Providing places that support the personal well-being of residents is 

especially important for communities dealing with high levels of deprivation, as these 

places enable residents to maintain their connection to their community (Bullen & Love, 

2011).  

 

Ensuring the site’s reuse addresses a need in the community is integral towards its 

success and long-term viability; otherwise, the site may go through multiple uses after the 

school closure, and such turnover may be traumatizing for local residents. In a study of 

adaptive reuse of school buildings in Windsor, “all except two of these [23 school 

buildings] have retained their first type of reuse” (A. Phipps, 2006). Similarly, the 

Community Hubs in Ontario: A Strategic Framework & Action Plan (2015) identified two 

former school building that have remained community hubs with their new use (Table 1). 

Thus, adaptive reuse can be effective when the type and timing of the reuse of a former 

school building addresses a need in the community. 

 
 
Table 1: Adaptive Reuse of Schools into Community Hubs 
Source: (Government of Ontario, 2015) 

School buildings being adaptively reused as community hubs 

Town of Petawawa The Renfrew County District School Board will develop and 

share community recreation facilities and will utilize a nearby 

Catholic School. 

Thunder Bay The Wequedong Lodge in partnership with the Ontario 

Aboriginal Housing Services Corporation reused an old school 

to create 110 units for urban and rural First Nation, Inuit and 

Metis people accessing health services.  
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Although there are environmental, economic, and social benefits to adaptive reuse, there 

are also barriers to its adoption, particularly in relation to heritage-designated buildings. 

Specifically, heritage-designated buildings were, in most cases, constructed at a time 

when there were fewer regulations in the Ontario Building Code and little consideration 

of accessibility. Since adaptive reuse typically involves renovations to a building, the costs 

associated with making a building accessible while also maintaining its heritage character 

may be prohibitive for a potential developer. Even for non-heritage buildings, there may 

be more significant costs to renovations if the reuse involves “physically changing the 

function of a disused or ineffective building” (Bullen & Love, 2011). If the layout of the 

existing building is not functional for the new use, there may be greater renovation costs.  

 

2.4 Knowledge Gaps and Objectives of this Research 
In the past two decades, Ontario has experienced a great number of permanent public 

school closures. In some communities, these sites have been repurposed for new uses 

that have the potential to serve as a ‘third place’ for local residents. And yet, with the 

exception of Phipps (2015), there has been little published research on the community 

benefits of adaptive reuse of public schools. Through a comparative case study approach, 

this study sought to explore how three former public school sites have been repurposed 

for wider community benefit in socioeconomically deprived communities across a variety 

of geographic contexts in Ontario. The findings from this research will offer critical insights 

for planners on how to better address the challenges that permanent public school 

closures pose for vulnerable residents in Ontario.  
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3.0 Methodology 
This chapter outlines the different methods that were used in this report to understand the 

ways in which the repurposed school sites may be benefitting community residents in the 

selected study sites. A comparative case study approach was utilized to contrast the 

benefits in varying geographic contexts: a large city, a small town, and a northern town.  

 

3.1 Scope 
Study sites were chosen from a 2019 dataset that was previously compiled by former 

SURP students, under the supervision of Dr. Patricia Collins. The dataset encompasses 

over 300 closed school sites in Ontario and includes the following information for each 

entry: the date of closure; school location; the size of the community in which the school 

is located; the social and material deprivation quintile of the community based on the 

Pampalon Index (Pampalon et al., 2012); and the known current use of the property. The 

complete dataset was narrowed down to schools located within the most socially and 

materially deprived communities (N=39). From this list, only those schools that have been 

adaptively reused were considered as potential sites (N=13). From these final remaining 

sites, one urban centre, one northern community, and one small town were selected, each 

with a distinct use that was of interest to this research: a community treatment centre in 

Windsor (urban, population 233,763), an Indigenous community centre in Owen Sound 

(small town, population 21,341), and a place of worship in North Bay (northern town, 

population 51,553) (Statistics Canada, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c).  

 

3.2 Data Collection Procedures 

3.2.1 Demographic Analysis 

Demographic profiles were generated for each study site, drawing on the variables that 

constitute Pampalon’s deprivation index: education, employment, income, household 

size, and marital status (Gamache, Hamel, & Blaser, 2019). While it was known that the 

three sites were within the most deprived quintile, the demographic analysis offered 

additional context about the character of the three study sites as a backdrop to the 

perceptions gathered from the interviews. Specifically, residents of the dissemination 
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areas within which the sites are located were compared to the broader municipal 

population in terms of age, dwelling size and type, marital status, income, unemployment 

rates, and income. The dissemination area was selected as the geographic unit of 

analysis to greater understand the profile of residents in the immediate surroundings of 

the site, and to glean insights into what their needs might be. These analyses were 

completed using the 2016 Canadian Census collected by Statistics Canada.  

 

3.2.2 Policy Analysis 

A policy analysis was completed to understand the planning related processes and 

conditions that apply to adaptive reuse of former school buildings in Ontario. The policy 

documents that were reviewed included the 2014 Provincial Policy Statement and 2020 

Provincial Policy Statement as well as the municipal Official Plans and Zoning By-laws 

for the three study sites. The 2014 and 2020 Provincial Policy Statements were reviewed 

to compare the existing and future direction from the Province on areas of that relate to 

adaptive reuse, while the Official Plans and Zoning By-Laws highlighted the municipal-

level framework within which these school sites could be repurposed. The policy analysis 

utilized Bardach’s (2012) A Practical Guide for Policy Analysis, which offers a stepwise 

path to understanding policies.  

 

3.2.3 Interviews 

A series of semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants from the 

communities of the selected former school buildings. The semi-structured interviews were 

based on the format of Silverman and Patterson’s (2015) Qualitative Research Methods 

for Community Development. A total of 9 prospective interviewees were contacted 

through this research, targeting executive directors or property managers, municipal 

councillors, and service providers for each site. Of the 9 individuals that were contacted, 

a total of 7 interviews were completed. Executive directors or property managers were 

targeted for interviews to explore the opportunities and constraints they encountered in 

repurposing the site for its current use. City councillors were targeted because of their 

assumed familiarity with how residents perceive the new use of the former school sites. 

Finally, social service providers were contacted to capture their perspective regarding the 
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extent to which the new use is helping to address the needs of the communities they 

serve. Table 2 summarizes the list of interviews that were conducted. 

 
Table 2: Interviewees 

 Executive Director or 

Property Manager 

Councillor Service Provider 

City of Windsor X X X 

City of Owen Sound  X X 

City of North Bay X X  

 

Those who agreed to be interviewed were sent a detailed letter of information and consent 

form to sign (refer to Section 8.2). Once the signed consent form was received, interviews 

were conducted by phone. The interviews were approximately 30 minutes in length and 

held between February 2020 and March 2020. The interview questions gathered 

information about the general opinions of the community (opportunities and challenges) 

and the appropriateness of the new use. The interviews were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim and analyzed. The analysis utilized first cycle coding methods and second cycle 

coding methods informed by Saldana’s (2009) The Coding Manual for Qualitative 

Researchers. 

 

3.3 Limitations 
The primary constraints of this research were time, the distance between the selected 

sites, and the unwillingness of interviewees to participate. As the three selected sites were 

located in Windsor, Owen Sound, and North Bay, site visits were not possible feasible for 

the researcher. Instead, Google Maps and Google Earth were used to establish a greater 

understanding of surrounding development and the state of the former school building 

with regard to upkeep. This approach was further constrained by the date on which 

Google took the photos: 2017 for the Windsor site, 2015 for the Owen Sound site, and 

2015 for the North Bay site. Thus, it is possible that there has been additional 

development and changes in the surrounding built environment since those images were 

captured. 
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The unwillingness of participants to partake in the research was significant as only six out 

of nine interviews were completed. Table 2 shows the distribution of interview participants 

across the three selected sites. Of particular concern is that only one interview could be 

conducted with key informants from Owen Sound, thus limiting the findings to that one 

individual’s perspective. Additionally, interviews were only conducted with key informants 

who hold positions of power and privilege in these communities that, among other things, 

are characterized by high levels of social and material deprivation. Thus, the experiences 

of marginalized groups were not directly captured in this study, but rather by proxy vis-à-

vis service providers and municipal councillors, thus limiting the researcher’s 

understanding of the full extent of social benefit these repurposed schools are offering to 

their communities within each selected site. Further research on this topic would benefit 

from the use of surveys or other methods to capture these perspectives directly. 
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4.0 Findings 
This chapter begins with a review of the overarching Ontario policy review of the 

Provincial Policy Statement. Following this review is the demographic analyses, policy 

analyses, and key informant interviews for the Windsor, North Bay, and Owen Sound 

sites, respectively. 

 

4.1 Ontario Policy Review 
The Provincial Policy Statement was reviewed to gain an understanding of the directions 

that municipalities should take regarding adaptive reuse. This chapter presents the results 

from the review of both the Provincial Policy Statement (2014) as well as the Provincial 

Policy Statement (2020), which will be enacted on May 1, 2020. This review will provide 

insight as to provincial government support for adaptive reuse and the considerations that 

must be taken at the municipal level. 

 

4.1.1 Provincial Policy Statement (2014) 

Ontario’s Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) provides policy direction on matters of 

Provincial interest related to land use planning and development. A key part of the vision 

for the PPS is to ensure the long-term prosperity and social well-being of Ontario by 

planning for strong, sustainable and resilient communities. 

 

The policies focused on building strong healthy communities is outlined in Section 1.0 of 

the PPS stating that Ontario is reliant on wisely managing change and promoting efficient 

land use and development patterns. This section of the PPS supports adaptive reuse as 

it relates to a change of use within communities. It also supports the efficient land use 

and development patterns as existing development can be utilized for new purposes and 

these buildings are not left vacant. Adaptive reuse is also supported in Section 1.1.1(e) 

which promotes cost-effective development patterns and standards to minimize land 

consumption and servicing costs. Specifically, the change in use of the former school 

buildings would not extend municipal servicing to a new vacant lot that would contribute 

to land consumption, which is discouraged through this policy.  Additionally, repurposing 
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existing buildings also supports intensification and redevelopment within settlement areas 

as expressed in Section 1.1.3.3 of the PPS.  

 

The policies related to Infrastructure and Public Service Facilities in Section 1.6 of the 

PPS directly reference adaptive reuse. Section 1.6.3(b) of the PPS states that 

opportunities for adaptive reuse should be considered whenever feasible before 

consideration is given to developing new infrastructure and public service facilities. As 

previously mentioned, adaptive reuse does not require new infrastructure or public 

service facilities as it utilizes existing servicing to the former school building. This is the 

only time that the PPS explicitly states adaptive reuse as a preferred pattern of 

development, however, other policies noted above support the practice of adaptive reuse. 

Taken together, the policies of the PPS are generally supportive of adaptive reuse. 

 

4.1.2 Provincial Policy Statement (2020) 

The Provincial Government has updated the PPS and it will come into effect May 1, 2020. 

Thus, this report also considered the changes to the sections highlighted above as they 

will affect Provincial support for adaptive reuse. The main changes noted throughout the 

plan are concern for preparing for the effects of climate change and an emphasis on 

development. Section 1.1.1(e) of the PPS has changed to consider transit-supportive 

development that optimizes transit investments. Adaptive reuse would still align with this 

section of the PPS as it would be utilizing the existing transit routes that were likely 

present for the former school buildings. The emphasis of transit-supportive development 

has also been included in Section 1.1.3.3 of the PPS. However, this section also has a 

greater focus on expanding development areas to planned infrastructure and public 

service facilities required to accommodate projected needs. This is an interesting 

consideration as new development on vacant lots would also be promoted through this 

section of the PPS. The final section of the PPS that was considered above was Section 

1.6.3 which directly references adaptive reuse. This section has been unchanged in the 

updated PPS. Overall, adaptive reuse is still supported through the updates to the PPS 

with greater consideration for transit-supportive development. 
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4.2 Former St. Alexander Catholic School, City of Windsor 
The former St. Alexander school under the Windsor-Essex Catholic District School Board 

closed at the end of the 2011 and 2012 school year. The site was purchased by the House 

of Sophrosyne in 2014 (Windsor-Essex Catholic District School Board, 2015) and it was 

announced in 2016 that the community treatment centre for women and families affected 

by substance abuse disorders would be expanding to the former school site (Assistant 

Editor, 2016). The following sections will provide a residential profile for the area, a 

discussion of the policies that impacted the reuse, and findings from interviews with key 

informants. 

 

 
Figure 4: 5305 Adstoll Avenue in Windsor 
Source: (Google Maps, 2020c) 
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4.2.1 Demographic Analysis 

The former school building at 5305 Adstoll Avenue in Windsor is within the dissemination 

area (DA) 35370859 (Figure 5), and has a 2016 population of 516 (Statistics Canada, 

2016a).  

 
Figure 5: Boundary of Dissemination Area 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016a) 

Drawing from 2016 Statistics Canada Census data, the median age within the Windsor 

DA is approximately 69 years old, and the majority of residents in the DA are over 60 

years of age (Figure 6). This age profile is in stark contrast with the City of Windsor, for 

which the majority of the population is under 60 years of age (Figure 7). Within the DA, 

86% of dwellings are occupied by 1-person households (Figure 8), and 88% of the 425 

total private dwellings are apartment buildings greater than five storeys. There are 

substantially higher percentages of individuals who are widowed (26%) and divorced 

(29%) in the DA compared to the City of Windsor (Figure 9), and over half of the residents 

within the DA have individual after-tax incomes between $10,000 to $19,999 (Figure 10). 

The unemployment rate in the Windsor DA is 20% compared to the City of Windsor at 

9.2%, and 44% of DA residents have no formal education compared to 19% of individuals 

in the City of Windsor (Figure 11). 
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Figure 6: Population Pyramid for Windsor DA 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2016 

 
Figure 7: Population Pyramid for City of Windsor 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016a) 
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Figure 8: Household Size in Windsor DA and City of Windsor 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016a) 

 
Figure 9: Marital Status in Windsor DA and City of Windsor 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016a) 
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Figure 10: Income Distribution in Windsor DA and City of Windsor 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016a) 

 
Figure 11: Education in Windsor DA and City of Windsor 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016a) 
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4.2.2 Policy Analysis 

The following section presents the findings from the analysis of the City of Windsor’s 

Zoning By-law and Official Plan. 

 

4.2.2.1 City of Windsor Zoning By-law (1986) 

The City of Windsor Zoning By-law (1986) provides specific standards and regulations for 

all development including the use of land, buildings and other structures. The Zoning Map 

that was reviewed was last updated June 25, 2019, which does not include any 

subsequent updates applied through Zoning By-law Amendments (City of Windsor, 

2019). An Internet search and a review of current zoning indicate that no Zoning By-law 

Amendments have occurred for the site. 

 

The subject property is zoned Institutional District 1.1 (ID1.1) as shown in Figure 12. The 

permitted uses in this zone include non-profit business office, charitable organization, 

childcare centre, place of worship, and 

school (City of Windsor, 1986). Other 

uses may be permitted as accessory 

uses. The property at 5305 Adstoll 

Avenue is a community treatment 

centre for women, which would be 

permitted in this zone as a non-profit 

business office. An additional 

consideration under the ID1.1 zone 

includes the lot coverage of 50%, 

which would permit an addition onto 

the existing school building (City of 

Windsor, 1986). Overall, the new use is 

permitted in the current zone.  

 

 

Figure 12: 5305 Adstoll Avenue ID1.1 Zone 
Source: (City of Windsor, 2019) 
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4.2.2.2 City of Windsor Official Plan City of Windsor (2006) 

The City of Windsor Official Plan (2006) provides 

guidance for the physical development of the 

municipality over a 20-year period while taking into 

consideration important social, economic and 

environmental matters and goals. The subject 

property is located on lands designated Residential 

as shown in Figure 13. The Residential designation 

supports a broad range of housing types and 

complementary services and amenities. As per 

Section 6.3.1.5 of the Official Plan, a main objective 

of this designation is to provide complementary 

services and amenities which enhance the quality of 

residential areas (City of Windsor, 2006). The former 

school building currently provides services for women who are affected by substance 

abuse disorders and would be a permitted use as a community service as per 6.3.2.2(a) 

of the Official Plan.  

 

The Official Plan also outlines the provisions of proper infrastructure to provide a safe, 

healthy and efficient living environment. Section 7 of the Official Plan focuses on the goals 

and objectives for transportation in the City of Windsor. Adaptive reuse is supported in 

this section of the Official Plan as a goal is to achieve optimal use of the existing 

infrastructure. Utilizing existing buildings that have existing infrastructure aligns with the 

Official Plan. Overall, the change in use associated with the former school building in 

Windsor meets the intent of the Official Plan.  

 

4.2.2.3 Pupil Accommodation Review Committee Meetings Minutes 

Although the Pupil Accommodation Review Committee meeting minutes were not able to 

be found for this property through an internet search, Council meeting minutes were 

available on the City of Windsor website regarding the sale of the property. The property 

Figure 13: Official Plan Schedule D, Residential 
Source: (City of Windsor, 2020b) 
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was eventually sold to the House of Sophrosyne in 2014 (Windsor-Essex Catholic District 

School Board, 2015). However, prior to the sale of this property, the Windsor-Essex 

District School Board approached the municipality to offer the property at 5305 Adstoll 

Avenue for municipal use (The Corporation of the City of Windsor, 2012). The proposed 

sale of the property to the municipality was circulated to the Windsor Police Services and 

the Windsor Fire Department. Public Works also provided comments on the proposed 

sale of the property noting its sufficient road access with a bus shelter located at this 

property and the Bicycle Use Master Plan calling for bicycle lanes on Adstoll Avenue as 

well as the existing storm and sewage services (The Corporation of the City of Windsor, 

2012). Even with these benefits, the City of Windsor determined that there was no 

municipal use and, therefore, the property was not purchased. 

 

4.2.3 Interview Findings 

As noted in the Methodology chapter, all three interviews where completed for the 

selected site at 5305 Adstoll Avenue in the City of Windsor. The participants were the 

executive director, service provider, and the city councillor for the ward from the City of 

Windsor.  

 

Interviewees were first asked some general questions about the population of Windsor. 

Both the city councillor and service provider noted that the city has undergone significant 

economic decline since the closure of automotive plants, referred by both as the “Big 

Three”. This impacted the community as the councillor noted that “the jobs required and 

historically hired employees that didn’t have high levels of education”. The service 

provider further noted that a lack of affordable housing options, which has exacerbated 

the challenges faced by those who have lost jobs. Both the councillor and the service 

provider believed that there was a need for a diversification of industries in the City of 

Windsor. They also noted the strong immigrant population that are bringing valuable skills 

into their community and providing a more “culturally diverse community” (Councillor). 

 

The House of Sophrosyne provides programs that are both residential and non-residential 

to community members that are affected by substance abuse disorders (House of 
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Sophrosyne, 2020). This location focuses on providing services to women and their 

families through day treatment programming (Assistant Editor, 2016). The service 

provider noted that the day treatment service was helpful to women who may have other 

responsibilities, such as childcare, in the evenings, and provides flexibility to those women 

enrolled in the programs. The service provided also stated that “substance abuse issues 

are a huge issue in our community” discussing the City of Windsor in general, however, 

addressing the fact the use is appropriate for the community. The location of this use is 

near social housing, is directly on a bus route, and is outside of the downtown.  

 

The residents in the area are noted to have mixed opinions about the House of 

Sophrosyne due to the nature of the services provided. The councillor stated that when 

the new uses was proposed it was “the classic NIMBY factor, not in my back yard”. 

However, the executive director noted that the organization held an open house event for 

the community to address any inquiries that neighbours had. Although there were those 

that were hesitant about the new use, there were also members of the community that 

supported the organization allowing funds to be raised to help with the costs associate to 

the renovations of the property. The executive director also noted that the community 

members were “glad to see that [House of Sophrosyne] were putting the building to good 

use” as there was worry that the building would be torn down for high-rise housing units. 

The councillor supported this statement as they stated that “the residents of that area 

were very intent on having support services in place for their residents”.  

 

The councillor noted that the school building “closed and sat empty for a number of years” 

prior to the House of Sophrosyne moving in. Through Council meeting minutes, it was 

confirmed that St. Alexander was closed in the 2011 to 2012 school year and purchased 

by House of Sophrosyne in 2014 (The Corporation of the City of Windsor, 2012; Windsor-

Essex Catholic District School Board, 2015). Prior to moving to the location, the executive 

director noted that the organization worked with planning staff from the City of Windsor to 

ensure that the new use was permitted in the former school building. The House of 

Sophrosyne provides programming to women in the community who affected by 

substance abuse disorders. This programming includes physical wellness which can be 
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provided in the school building as it has an existing gymnasium which was noted by the 

executive director as “a bonus of getting the school”. An additional asset for the school 

building was the accessibility component as the building is 1-storey. 

 

The executive director also commented on their plans for the future and the ability for the 

property to adapt to future needs. The five-acre lot would permit an addition onto the 

existing building as institutional zone permits 50% lot coverage. Other considerations are 

the implementation of bedrooms into the building which may require additional planning 

approvals. For now, the programming is focused on day treatment programming.  

 

All three interviewees spoke in favour of adaptive reuse as an approach to provide new 

uses to a community with an existing building. The executive director stated: “why should 

we go and shake up more land and build a brand-new building when there is already 

something; we looked long and hard to find a building that would meet our needs”. The 

councillor noted that “there’s quite an appetite amongst councillors and Windsorities to 

do this active infill”, while the executive director spoke about how adaptive reuse enabled 

their organization to utilize an existing building in a great location. The service provider 

noted the lack of collaboration between the school board and the municipality when 

school buildings are sold. They expressed concern about the tendency for these buildings 

go to the highest bidder, which is more likely to result in a commercial developer. Although 

the site is now a private property, not a community hub, the interviewees acknowledged 

that the centre does provide services to community members, and substance abuse is a 

prominent issue in the community. 
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4.3 Former EEC Sainte-Anne, City of North Bay 
The former EEC Sainte-Anne school under the Consli Scolaire de District Catholique 

Franco-Nord closed at the end of the 2011 and 2012 school year. The site was purchased 

by the Greenwood Baptist Church in 2013 to provide more space for programming and 

providing affordable rent to non-profit tenants. The following sections will provide a 

residential profile for the area, a discussion of the policies that impacted the reuse, and 

findings from interviews with key informants. 

 

 
Figure 14: 235 Albert Avenue in North Bay 
Source:(Google Maps, 2020a) 
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4.3.1 Demographic Analysis 

The former school building located at 235 Albert Avenue in North Bay is within the 

dissemination area (DA) 35480023 (Figure 15), and has a 2016 population of 426 

(Statistics Canada, 2016c). 

 

 
Figure 15: Boundary of Dissemination Area 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016c) 

Drawing from 2016 Statistics Canada Census data, the median age within the North Bay 

DA is approximately 41 years old, and there are many fluctuations in the age distribution 

(Figure 16). This age profile is in stark contrast with the City of North Bay, which follows 

a normal population distribution (Figure 17). Within the DA, 30% of dwellings are occupied 

by 1-person households (Figure 18), and 50% of the 200 total private dwellings are single 

detached dwellings. There are substantially higher percentages of individuals who are 

never married (35%) in the DA compared to the City of North Bay (Figure 19), and 95% 

of residents within the DA have individual after-tax incomes at or below $59,999 (Figure 

20). The unemployment rate in the North Bay DA is 17.5% compared to the City of North 

Bay at 9.5%, and 23% of DA residents have no formal education compared to 19% of 

individuals in the City of North Bay (Figure 21). 
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Figure 16:Population Pyramid for North Bay DA 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016c) 

 

 
Figure 17:Population Pyramid for the City of North Bay 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016c) 
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Figure 18: Household Size in North Bay DA and the City of North Bay 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016c) 

 

 
Figure 19: Marital Status in North Bay DA and the City of North Bay 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016c) 
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Figure 20: Income Distribution in North Bay DA and the City of North Bay 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016c) 

 

 
Figure 21: Education in North Bay DA and Ontario 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016c) 
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4.3.2 Policy Analysis 

The following section presents the findings from the analysis of the City of North Bay’s 

Zoning By-law and Official Plan. 

 

4.3.2.1 City of North Bay Zoning By-law (2015) 

The subject property is located 

within the Residential Third 

Density zone just outside of the 

Chippewa Creek Flood Plain and 

Open Space zone as shown in 

Figure 22. The Residential Third 

Density zone permits a variety of 

uses, including institutional uses. 

An institutional use as defined by 

Section 2 of the Zoning By-law 

means the use of land, buildings, 

or structures for a public purpose 

including schools, places of 

worship, community centres, and hospitals (City of North Bay, 2015). The current use of 

the school building is permitted, as it is now a place of worship. The provisions of the 

institutional uses are outlined in Section 9 and Section 10 of the Zoning By-law. Properties 

that permit institutional uses that are less than 1 acre are subject to the provisions of 

Section 9 and those properties over 1 acre are subject to the provisions of Section 10 

(City of North Bay, 2015). Under the provisions of Section 9, the maximum lot coverage 

is 50% and under the provisions of Section 10 the maximum lot coverage is 15% (City of 

North Bay, 2015). The change in use associated to this property did not affect the 

maximum lot coverage. Overall, the change in use did not require a Zoning By-law 

Amendment.  

 

 

Figure 22: City of North Bay Zoning By-law, Residential 
Source: (City of North Bay, 2020) 
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4.3.2.2 City of North Bay Official Plan (2012) 

The City of North Bay Official Plan’s primary goal is 

to maintain and enhance the quality of life for the 

citizens of North Bay by providing a policy 

framework to make good land use planning 

decisions. The current Official Plan came into effect 

on January 6, 2012 and was developed with public 

input. The Plan will manage development 20-30 

years from the time it was enacted.  

 

The subject property is on lands designated 

Residential and within the boundaries of the 

Settlement Area (Figure 23). The Settlement Area 

will support new growth and redevelopment 

providing full municipal servicing as per Section 2.1 of the Official Plan (City of North Bay, 

2012). The policies of the Settlement Area focus primarily on housing; however, this area 

also supports institutional uses. As per Section 2.1.5 of the Official Plan, the 

neighbourhood should provide for the day-to-day needs and lifestyle requirements of the 

residential environment (City of North Bay, 2012). This area should also be protected from 

conflicting land uses and through traffic. The former and current use of the subject 

property is an institutional and as such, the intent of the Official Plan is adhered to with 

the change in use. 

 

4.3.2.3 Pupil Accommodation Review Committee Meetings Minutes 

Although it is known that the site at 235 Albert Avenue was closed at the end of the 2011 

and 2012 school year and purchased in 2013 by Greenwood Baptist Church, meeting 

minutes from the Accommodation Review Committee could not be found, nor could any 

municipal documentation regarding the property. 

 

Figure 23: Figure 24: City of North Bay Official 
Plan, Residential 
Source: (City of North Bay, 2019) 
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4.3.3 Interview Findings 

As noted in the Methodology, two out of three interviews where completed for the selected 

site at 235 Albert Avenue in North Bay. The participants were a representative from the 

Church and a city councillor from the City of North Bay.  

 

Interviewees were first asked some general questions about the City of North Bay. The 

councillor stated that growth as both an opportunity and a constraint for the community. 

The councillor noted that the City of North Bay is “actively promoting in the GTA [Greater 

Toronto Area] to try to get people to move [to North Bay] to work”. Another asset was the 

travel time to places around and within North Bay as the Greater Toronto Area often has 

longer travel times due to traffic. The attraction of places elsewhere was also noted by 

the property owner as they stated that people moved elsewhere for school or 

employment. However, there are still quite a few younger people who attend the 

Greenwood Baptist Church (referred to as the Church) as there is a variation of ages in 

the community.  

 

The Greenwood Baptist Church has been located in North Bay since 1957 and was 

located in its original church building until relocating in 2013. The reason behind the move 

was to provide more space for congregants, as the original church location did not provide 

enough interior space or vehicular parking. The representative from the Church noted 

that the congregation valued providing affordable rental prices to non-profit groups that 

could share the space of the newly acquired school building. The city councillor spoke 

about the affordable rental prices being provided in the Church to non-profit organizations. 

Moving into the former school building was stated as being the right decision for the 

Church, as the institutional zoning already permitted the new use and the school building 

was able to accommodate the accessibility needs to visitors. Therefore, the renovations 

were believed to be more affordable than developing a new building. The councillor noted 

that adaptive reuse is favoured in the City of North Bay due to “the environmental aspect, 

to see a building repurposed instead of torn down” because it produces less 

environmental waste and supports more sustainable approaches to growth. Indeed, as 

noted by the councillor, the City of North Bay actively encourages growth within the more 
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intensified areas, rather than the outskirts, though development charge relief. Thus, the 

adaptive reuse of this property was well supported by the municipality and the users of 

the facility. 

 

Although the Church wishes to provide community uses by providing affordable rental 

prices to non-profit organizations, it was noted that the Church is not fully a community 

hub. Their reluctance to become a community hub is based on liability concerns with 

respect to the exterior space surrounding the building, as there are not full-time staff to 

supervise the area. While privacy fencing and signage has been considered to address 

these liability concerns, the Church representative also acknowledged the value of the 

former school building for neighbours who have a personal connection with the space. 

The Church representative noted some pushback from neighbours regarding snow 

ploughing, but felt these concerns were likely due to the site being vacant for 

approximately one year. The councillor did not note any negative opinions of the Church 

moving into the school building. In fact, the councillor has “a friend who lives close to St. 

Anne’s [now Greenwood Baptist Church] and she is saying how they like it even better 

now because there’s less bus traffic”.  
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4.4 Former Dufferin Elementary School, City of Owen Sound 
The former Dufferin elementary school under the Bluewater District School Board closed 

at the end of the 2016 and 2017 school year. The site was purchased by the 

M’Wikwedong Friendship Centre in 2019 and provides programming to Indigenous 

community members. Unlike the other uses discussed in this report, the M’Wikwedong 

Friendship Centre was undergoing renovations at the time of this research and not open 

to the public. The following sections will provide a residential profile for the area, a 

discussion of the policies that impacted the reuse, and findings from the interviews with 

key informants. 

 

 
Figure 24: 1045 3rd Avenue in Owen Sound 
Source: (Google Maps, 2020b) 
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4.4.1 Demographic Analysis 

The former school building at 1045 3rd Avenue West in Owen Sound is within the 

dissemination area (DA) 35420262 (Figure 25), and has a 2016 population  of 531 

(Statistics Canada, 2016b).  

 

 
Figure 25: Boundary of Dissemination Area 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016b) 

Drawing from 2016 Statistics Canada Census data, the median age within the Owen 

Sound DA is approximately 41 years old, and there are many fluctuations in the age 

distribution (Figure 26). This age profile is in stark contrast with the City of Owen Sound, 

which follows a normal population distribution (Figure 27). Within the DA, 45% of 

dwellings are occupied by 1-person households (Figure 28), and 45% of the 280 total 

private dwellings are apartment buildings with fewer than five storeys. There are 

substantially higher percentages of individuals who are living in common law (16%) in the 

DA compared to the City of Owen Sound (Figure 29), and 95% of residents within the DA 

have individual after-tax incomes at or below $59,999 (Figure 30). The unemployment 

rate in the Owen Sound DA is 10.3% compared to the City of Owen Sound at 7.4%, and 

24% of DA residents have no formal education compared to 22% of individuals in the City 

of Owen Sound (Figure 31). 
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Figure 26: Population Pyramid for Owen Sound DA 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016b) 

 

 
Figure 27: Population Pyramid for City of Owen Sound 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016b) 
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Figure 28: Household Size in Owen Sound DA and the City of Owen Sound 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016b) 

 

 
Figure 29: Marital Status in Owen Sound DA and the City of Owen Sound  

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016b) 



 40 

 
Figure 30: Income Distribution in Owen Sound DA and the City of Owen Sound 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016b) 

 

 
Figure 31: Education in Owen Sound DA and the City of Owen Sound 

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016b) 
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4.4.2 Policy Analysis 

The following section presents the findings from the analysis of the County of Grey 

Official Plan, the City of Owen Sound Zoning By-law and the City of Owen Sound 

Official Plan. 

 

4.4.2.1 County of Grey Official Plan (2019a) 

The County of Grey Official Plan 

acknowledges that land use 

planning is a shared responsibility 

between the County and the lower 

tier municipalities within its 

jurisdiction. This document 

includes the goals, objectives and 

policies to manage and direct 

physical change and monitor its 

effects on the cultural, social, 

economic and natural environment 

within the regional community. The 

Plan has also considered the future 

growth within the County and will 

direct this growth for the next 20 

years. 

 

The subject property is located within the City of Owen Sound and is designated as a 

Primary Settlement Area shown in Figure 32. The direction of the County of Grey Official 

Plan outlines that these areas are suitable for high intensification targets, public transit 

services and have full municipal services. Intensification opportunities are strongly 

encouraged on lands designated Primary Settlement Area and support the conversion of 

existing buildings. Therefore, adaptive reuse is considered and encouraged in this Plan. 

 

Figure 32: County of Grey Secondary Schedule, Primary Settlement Area 
Source: (County of Grey, 2019b) 
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4.4.2.2 City of Owen Sound Zoning By-law (2010) 

The City of Owen Sound Zoning By-law was last 

updated October 2010 and assists the City to 

implement the objectives and policies of the 

Official Plan and provincial policy. The subject 

property is located within the Institutional zone 

as displayed in Figure 33. The change in use 

from the former school to an Indigenous 

Community Centre is permitted as a use within 

this zone. As such, a Zoning By-law Amendment 

would not be required for the new use. The 

maximum lot coverage permitted in the 

Institutional zone is 60% which could permit an 

addition on the former school building if more 

space is required for the new use (City of Owen 

Sound, 2010). Overall, the change in use 

complies with the provisions of the Zoning By-

law.  

 

4.4.2.3 City of Owen Sound Official Plan (2006) 

The City of Owen Sound will provide policies, goals and objective to guide the 

development and redevelopment of lands within the City for a period of 20 years. An 

objective that is stated within this plan that supports adaptive reuse encourages 

opportunities for intensification and redevelopment of existing building stock. This 

objective supports the goal to manage growth within the City of Owen Sound. Therefore, 

adaptive reuse aligns with the objectives of the Official Plan. 

 

The subject property is located on lands designated Institutional (Figure 34) which is 

intended primarily for public and private institutions. The permitted uses within this zone 

Figure 33: City of Owen Sound Zoning By-law, Institutional 

Source: (City of Owen Sound, 2014) 
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include educational institutional 

uses which would have permitted 

the former school use, and 

community institutional uses which 

permit the Indigenous Community 

Centre. This indicates that an Official 

Plan Amendment would not have 

been required for the change in use. 

Overall, the new use of the 

Indigenous Community Centre 

meets the intent of the Official Plan.  

 

4.4.2.4 Pupil Accommodation Review Committee Meetings Minutes 

The Final Staff Report (2015a) released by Bluewater District School Board concluded 

that Dufferin Elementary School be closed and that the students be reallocated to Hilcrest 

Elementary School. This was decided as Dufferin Elementary School was experiencing 

a decline in enrolments from 225 to 188 students and Hilcrest Elementary School was a 

larger building that could accommodate more students (Bluewater District School Board, 

2015a). Additionally, the School Information Profile commented the four block distance 

between Hilcrest Elementary School and Dufferin Elementary School (Bluewater District 

School Board, 2015b). Overall, the notes from the public consultation did not indicate that 

there was resistance to the closure of Dufferin Elementary School. 

 
4.4.3 Interview Findings 

As noted in the Methodology, two out of three interviews where completed for the selected 

site at 1045 3rd Avenue West in Owen Sound. The participants were a service provider 

and the mayor from the City of Owen Sound.  

 

Interviewees were first asked some general questions about the City of Owen Sound. The 

mayor noted that Owen Sound is one of the most beautiful communities in the province 

due to its adjacency to Georgian Bay. Meanwhile the service provider noted both benefits 

Figure 34: City of Owen Sound Official Plan, Institutional 
Source: (City of Owen Sound, 2017) 
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and challenges in the community. The service provider stated that “there’s a real strong 

sense of community” and that the small population size allows for the community to be 

“really well connected”. However, the service provider also stated that as a service 

provider, the organization “deals with racism as well” in the community.  

 

The former school building at 1045 3rd Avenue West was recently purchased by the 

M’Wikwedong Friendship Centre and has yet to be open due to renovations. The mayor 

noted that the property was zoned institutional for the school use, and that the Friendship 

Centre did not require a Zoning By-law Amendment for the new use. The mayor also 

noted that there are Community Improvement Plans (CIP) offered by the City of Owen 

Sound, however, those incentive programs only apply to adaptive reuse of brownfield 

sites. He indicated that the municipality is updating their CIPs to expand to more projects. 

Both the service provider and mayor both felt that expanding the CIP program to include 

the adaptive reuse of school buildings would to ensure these building are retained as 

community spaces. Both agreed that these buildings may have a difficult time remaining 

a community hub as the properties go to the “highest bidder”. Therefore, the existing 

infrastructure may be demolished for commercial or high-density residential uses. 

 

Regarding the community, both interviewees felt that the City of Owen Sound has a strong 

sense of community. The mayor and service provider both spoke of the rich culture of 

Owen Sound and believed moving the M’Wikwedong Friendship Centre into the 

community would bring that culture into the center of the community. The service 

provider’s attitude was that knowledge is power and hopes that the M’Wikwedong 

Friendship Centre will be able to become an information hub as well as a community hub. 

The service provider stated “I think the community space is going to be amazing. It’s going 

to be accessible and I think it’s going to be a hub”. In supporting the community hub use, 

the service provider also believed that this space would be able to provide affordable 

rental space for members of the community to gather.  
 

Additionally, the mayor and service provider expressed an interest in adaptive reuse in 

the community. The service provider stated that “it’s great to see the building repurposed 

for a community use, not going to developers to turn into another high-end condo”.  
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5.0 Comparative Analysis 
The previous chapter reviewed the demographics, policies and interviews that were 

conducted for each of the selected sites individually. This chapter presents a comparative 

analysis of the differences and similarities among the municipalities. Each city represents 

a unique geographical context, as the City of Windsor is a large urban city, the City of 

Owen Sound is a small city, and the City of North Bay is a small northern community. 

 

5.1 Demographic Analysis 
Several variables were included in the demographic analyses, and they were chosen 

based on their alignment with established social and material deprivation indicators 

(Gamache et al., 2019). Table 3 summarizes the selected variable statistics for the three 

study sites. The residents in the Windsor DA experience the greatest level of social and 

material deprivation in each category. The residents in the North Bay DA and the Owen 

Sound DA experience similar levels of social and material deprivation with the greatest 

deprivation in these DAs relating to income and education. 
Table 3: Demographic Profiles of Each DA 
Source: (Statistics Canada, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c) 

Categories Variables Windsor DA North Bay DA Owen Sound DA 
Age 
characteristics  

0 to 14 years 4% 13% 16% 
15 to 64 years 33% 70% 66% 
65 years and older 64% 17% 18% 

Household Size 1 person 86% 30% 45% 
2 persons 11% 45% 33% 
3 persons 2% 15% 11% 
4 persons 1% 8% 7% 
5 or more persons 0% 3% 4% 

Marital Status Married 18% 29% 35% 
Common Law 1% 17% 16% 
Never Married 16% 35% 27% 
Separated 9% 5% 6% 
Divorced 29% 8% 10% 
Windowed 26% 5% 7% 

Income Median After-tax Income $18,355 $26,656 $25,696 
Unemployment Rate 20% 18% 10% 

Education No certificate 44% 23% 35% 
Secondary school 27% 31% 16% 
Apprenticeship or trades 10% 9% 27% 
College diploma 14% 30% 6% 
University or below 0% 0% 10% 
University or higher 5% 7% 7% 
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5.2 Policy Analysis 
The policy analysis for each municipality included the applicable Zoning By-laws, Official 

Plans and Pupil Accommodation Committee Review meeting minutes. In relation to the 

selected sites, each property was zoned for institutional use. The greatest difference in 

zoning classification was the City of North Bay as the zoning was termed residential third 

density, which does permit some institutional uses. For each study site, the new use 

remained institutional, thus not requiring a Zoning By-law Amendment.  

 

Of the three municipalities investigated, the City of Windsor and the City of North Bay 

designated the lands where the selected site was located as Residential. The Residential 

designation permitted the institutional use of the former school building as well as the new 

uses. The City of North Bay also indicated that the selected site was within a Settlement 

Area where future development should be located. The City of Owen Sound’s Official 

Plan had designated the lands of the selected site as Institutional. This designation is 

more restrictive than the City of Windsor and the City of North Bay designations, which 

both permit a range of residential uses in the Residential designation. Another difference 

with Owen Sound is that it is a lower tier municipality. The City of Owen Sound must also 

consider the County of Grey Official Plan. In this document the selected site is within a 

primary settlement area where intensification opportunities are strongly encouraged. 

 

The policy documents for each municipality demonstrated an interest in supporting 

adaptive reuse. With language that encourages intensification, redevelopment and 

utilizing existing infrastructure, the municipalities are demonstrating support for adaptive 

reuse. This aligns with Ontario’s Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) that promotes 

adaptive reuse in Section 1.6.3 which was unchanged in the updated 2020 version. It 

stated that adaptive reuse shall be considered where feasible to ensure efficient 

development patterns. Overall, the adaptive reuse of the new schools in these 

municipalities aligns with the policies of the PPS.  

 

The Pupil Accommodation Review Committee (PARC) meeting minutes were difficult to 

locate for each of the sites. No documentation was found for the City of North Bay. 



 47 

Documentation of the closure was found for the former schools in the City of Windsor and 

the City of Owen Sound. Although PARC meeting minutes were not found for the City of 

Windsor, Council meeting minutes were easily accessible online that documented the 

closure of the school and the offer from the school board to the municipality for the 

purchase of the property. The consideration from the municipality allowed for the benefits 

and risks of the property to be highlighted. Although the municipality did not purchase the 

property, no risks were noted for the former school building. The PARC meeting minutes 

for the City of Owen Sound were able to be found through the Final Report. This provided 

documentation of all public consultation processes regarding the closure. However, the 

PARC was consulting on several closures in the community which seemed of more 

interest to the public. There was no resistance noted for Dufferin Elementary School.  

 

5.3 Interviews 
A total of seven interviews were completed across the three selected sites. All of the 

interviewees had a positive attitude towards adaptive reuse due to its social and 

environmental benefits. One participant noted that the former school building was 

attended by family members and that they appreciated that the building remained 

standing, while another mentioned how community members would come to the building 

and recall memories of attending the former school. Thus, the findings from this study 

reinforce the notion that retaining former school buildings helps to maintain residents’ 

sense of community. Additionally, two participants noted the environmental benefits of 

adaptive reuse, and the value of utilizing existing infrastructure to minimize the need for 

new materials. 

 

Additionally, the new use into the former school building was favoured as these 

communities have experienced multiple school closures. Most participants discussed the 

issues of school closures that they experienced within their community in general, and 

how the new uses were introduced on those properties. Sites that had been adaptively 

reused were discussed by participants with a sense of pride and acknowledgement of the 

social value of having a familiar building in the community. In contrast, those that were 

used for private commercial uses where not discussed by participants with the same 
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positive outlook. Instead, multiple participants bemoaned that former school buildings are 

generally sold by the school boards to the “highest bidder”, which were typically for-profit 

developers looking to demolish the school building and privatize the space. Some 

participants noted that the demolition of former school buildings often led to high density 

residential development at market rates. This was viewed especially negatively by one 

participant who noted the lack of affordable housing in the City. Additionally, participants 

recognized that the privatization of the space resulted in the removal of community assets 

that all residents were once able to use. 

 

Although the idea of privatization was associated with the property being sold to a for-

profit developer, it was also observed at two of the former school sites that were examined 

in this study. For these sites, interviewees noted that a privacy fence had been added to 

the outdoor space as a way of discouraging residents from using the outdoor space that 

was available when the property operated as a school. And, of the three study sites, only 

one space - the M’Wikwedong Friendship Centre – actually served as a community hub. 

As noted by the interviewee from this site, the goal of the Friendship Centre is to provide 

a space for members of the community and act as an information hub for residents. The 

Greenwood Baptist Church was only acknowledged as a partial community hub; while the 

services offered at the church are primarily for congregants, the church space is also 

available for rental by non-profit organizations at an affordable rate. The House of 

Sophrosyne was determined by interviewees to not be a community hub, but rather a 

community service for vulnerable residents in the broader city. Thus, while the three sites 

have been adaptively reused in distinct ways, the school buildings on each site were 

retained to provide a service directed to individuals within their communities. 
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6.0 Recommendations and Conclusion  
This chapter draws from the findings and analyses of Chapters 4 and 5 to address the 

study’s research questions, as well as to offer recommendations for municipalities and 

planners to facilitate adaptive reuse of school buildings to retain their function as a 

community asset. 

 

6.1 Summary of Research Questions 
 

Question 1: What is the extent of social and material deprivation experienced by the 

neighbourhoods where the former school buildings are located? 

 
The residential profiles identified in the demographic analyses provided an understanding 

of the social and material deprivation that each neighbourhood faced. The Windsor DA 

was the most prominently deprived community across all indicators analyzed in the 

demographic analyses. Meanwhile, the North Bay DA and Owen Sound DA were less 

deprived than the Windsor DA as well as sharing similar statistics to each other. The 

North Bay DA and Owen Sound DA experience the greatest levels of deprivation through 

income distribution and education level. The residential profiles outlined in the 

demographics chapter of this report provides a greater understanding of the impacts that 

the loss of a community space can have on the residents.  

 

Question 2: How are the closed public schools currently being used in each of the study 

sites, and what were the processes and conditions that enabled the repurposing of the 

closed schools for their current use?  

 

This report identified three former school buildings that had been purchased and retained 

through the process of adaptive reuse. The new uses represented a unique community 

use that had the potential to retain a community space in a highly deprived 

neighbourhood. Each site was zoned to permit institutional uses, which allowed for the 

new use to move into the former school building without the requirement of a Zoning By-

law Amendment. This also reduced the costs associated with adaptively reusing the 
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school building for the new owners. While the property owners did have to complete 

renovations to the former school buildings to suit their needs, no accessibility concerns 

were noted since the former school buildings were each only one storey.  

 

Question 3: What constraints and opportunities did the current occupants encounter in 

adapting the school buildings and properties for their current use?  

 

In terms of constraints, interviewees did note that renovations slowed the process of 

relocating into the former school building. Only one interviewee noted resistance from 

residents in the community; however, this was alleviated by the organization through an 

open house they hosted to respond to residents’ concerns.  

 

Interviewees identified numerous opportunities to adaptively reusing the existing school 

buildings for the current use. Many participants stated a preference to reusing existing 

buildings for the new use as they perceived that it would be less costly than developing a 

new building. The existing accessibility of the buildings was noted as an opportunity in 

each site, since the single-storey buildings meant that the new owners did not need to 

install an elevator to suit their use. Additionally, the locations were noted as being an 

asset as the community was already established, and the sites were embedded within 

existing networks for public transit and active transportation. Finally, interviewees noted 

that the building providing a connection to the community through nostalgia. Residents 

that had attended the former school building or had relatives attend would visit the building 

which acted as a point of contact. 

 

Question 4: What benefits, if any, do the current occupants feel the new use is offering 

to the broader community?  

 

The House of Sophrosyne in the City of Windsor offers programs to women and their 

families who are affected by substance abuse disorders. This organization is providing a 

service that was noted by one participant as needed within the City of Windsor. An 

important feature that was noted about the former school building was the existing 
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gymnasium that would allow for physical wellness. Overall, the House of Sophrosyne is 

not a community hub but provides a much-needed community service. 

 

The Greenwood Baptist Church in the City of North Bay offers programming and services 

to the congregates in their community. The Church also provides affordable rental space 

to tenants which include a community non-profit group that provides services for adults 

with developmental disorders. Overall, Greenwood Baptist Church provides the 

congregation with services as well as affordable rental space for other non-profit 

organizations in the community. 

 

The M’Wikwedong Friendship Centre in the City of Owen Sound offers services to 

Indigenous people in their community. Although the Centre is undergoing renovations, 

the interviewees perceive various benefits to the community. One interviewee noted that 

the Centre could act as an information hub to educate the community while another 

believed locating this use centrally in the community would add to the City’s diversity. 

Overall, the M’Wikwedong Friendship Centre was noted as a full community hub as it is 

a community centre. 

 

Question 5: How has the new use been received by the surrounding local community?  

 

Of the seven interviewees that participated in this research, only one use was identified 

as having resistance from the community. Although the use was needed in the 

community, interviewees noted the “not in my backyard” (NIMBY) mentality that some 

neighbours had. However, this was addressed through an open house that the 

organization held prior to open the new use to answer questions that residents had. Since 

being open, interviewees were not aware of any complaints from neighbours. Overall, the 

three new uses into the former school buildings have been well received by the 

surrounding community. 
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6.2 Recommendations 
 

1. Municipalities should provide financial incentives to support non-profit 
organizations to allow for the purchase of former school buildings. 

 

Currently, there are no financial incentives offered by the municipalities that were 

analyzed in this report for adaptive reuse projects for former school buildings. In the City 

of Windsor, there are Community Improvement Plans (CIPs) for brownfield 

redevelopment (City of Windsor, 2020a). However, this would not include former school 

buildings, as brownfields are properties that were previously used for industrial purposes. 

The councillor did state that the City of Windsor was looking to expand CIP programs 

which presents an opportunity to support community services in former school buildings. 

Two cities that are currently offering incentive programs for adaptive reuse are the City of 

Kitchener through their Adaptive Reuse: Community Improvement Plan (2010) and the 

City of Saskatoon through their Vacant Lot & Adaptive Reuse Incentive Program (2020). 

These two incentive programs are noted as adaptive reuse is considered for existing 

buildings, not only historic buildings. Generally, adaptive reuse focuses on the 

preservation of historic buildings only. However, providing incentive programs for the 

adaptive reuse of former school buildings would help non-profit organizations by providing 

funds. 

 

2. Municipalities should collaborate with school boards to better facilitate the 
process of selling former school buildings. 

 

In the interviews, it was noted that the “school boards do not do their collaboration with 

cities” (Service Provider, Windsor) when selling a former school building. The former 

school buildings are generally sold to the “highest bidder” for commercial and residential 

uses. Therefore, to allow for the school building to remain a community hub or community 

service, municipal planning departments should work closely with school boards to 

facilitate a new use that will offer a comparable level of benefit to the community that the 

public school once did.  
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3. Municipalities should recognize and promote successful adaptive reuse 
projects of former school buildings within their community that have 
maintained the space as a community hub. 

 

Through the interviews with the seven individuals who participated in this research, the 

interviewees offered additional information of other adaptive reuse projects of former 

school buildings that were successful in the community. As these community members 

feel a sense of pride towards these adaptive reuse projects of former school buildings, 

the municipalities should recognize and promote successful adaptive reuse projects. This 

could occur in various ways. At the lowest level, municipalities could promote the new 

uses in the former school building through their website to show support for organizations 

that have successfully maintained the community hub. At the highest level of recognition, 

the municipalities could provide awards to these organizations for the successful adaptive 

reuse of the former school buildings. Overall, the recognition and support for these types 

of projects demonstrates the municipal government’s support for adaptive reuse, and it 

may attract more organizations to consider the former school buildings for community 

uses. 

 

6.3 Future Research 
Ontario has experienced a vast number of school closures in recent years. The findings 

from this research could be further validated through analyses of a greater number of 

sites, while shedding light on the challenges and opportunities in other jurisdictions. A 

next step could be a future study that provides a survey to residents to understand how 

individuals perceive the social benefit of the new use into the former school building in 

their community. Additionally, the loss of the school building could be further investigated 

to understand the impact on individual residents.  

 

6.4 Conclusions 
This study offers insight into the social benefits of retaining former school buildings as 

community hubs through adaptive reuse. The areas where the selected sites were located 



 54 

have been identified as having a higher degree of social and material deprivation. The 

loss of a community hub, such as a school, could lead to greater social deprivation if this 

space is not retained for community use. The importance of maintain community hubs in 

former school buildings has been identified through this research as the new uses that 

were implemented where proven to address a community need. 
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8.0 Appendix 
8.1 Draft Recruitment Email 
Subject Line: Interview Request – Queen’s University School of Urban and Regional 

Planning Report on Adaptive Reuse.  

 

Email:  

Hello, I am Jaclyn Schneider, a Master’s student in the School of Urban and Regional 

Planning working under the supervision of Dr. Patricia Collins at Queen’s University. I 

obtained your contact information from your organization’s website. I am inviting you to 

take part in a research study for my Master’s report.  

 

The purpose of this study is to see how the new use implemented in the former school 

building has impacted the community. I am contacting you as I believe that you have a 

close connection to the community and would be able to provide valuable insights to the 

new uses benefit to the community. Would you be interested in participating in an 

interview? This would involve answering a series of questions over the phone and would 

take up approximately 30 minutes of your time. It is important that you understand that 

you are not required to answer any questions especially if they make you uncomfortable, 

that you are able to withdraw from this interview whenever you wish to withdraw with no 

penalty to you. I have attached a detailed combined letter of information and consent form 

that further describes this project and my expectations.  

 

Please let me know if you are interested in participating in this interview and we can 

discuss an available date and time.  

 

Let me know if you have any questions and I look forward to hearing from you.  

 

Thanks, Jaclyn Schneider. 
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8.2 Combined Letter of Information and Consent Form 
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8.3 Interview Questions 
 
Executive Director/Property Manager 
 

1. What is your position and how long have you been in your position? 
2. What programs does your organization provide to the community? 
3. What demographic does this organization attract? 
4. What constraints did you encounter in the process of changing to a new use in 

this building? 
5. What opportunities did you perceive by providing this new use in the community? 
6. How many members of the community regularly attend your organization? 
7. What benefits, if any, do you perceive your new use has provided to the 

community? 
 
Councillor 
 

1. How long have you been a councillor in this municipality? 
2. How has the municipality changed during your time as councillor? 
3. What are some gaps or challenges in this municipality? 
4. What are some assets to the community? 
5. How would you describe the process of attracting and implementing new uses to 

the community? 
6. What benefits, if any, do you perceive from community members for the new use 

in the old school building property at [specific address]? 
 
Service Provider 
 

1. What does your organization do within the community? 
2. How long have you been in your position at this organization? 
3. What gaps or challenges can you identify in your community? 
4. What are some assets to the community? 
5. What benefits, if any, do you perceive from community members for the new use 

in the old school building property at [specific address]? 
6. Do you believe that the new use has accurately addressed a need that this 

community had? 
 


