Urban Studies & GIS

Trinity University

The Potential Impacts of ‘Garza, I.S.D.’ 

Our Mission:

“Trustees Blast District Idea: Say Schools Would Suffer” San Antonio Express News Thursday, August 15, 2002.  B1.  “Over my dead body” would sum up the sentiment of many school district trustees about Mayor Ed Garza’s proposal to foster development on the South Side by creating a new school district” (ibid., B1).  

On August 15, 2002, the mayor’s office “leaked” the information that they were considering the addition of a new school district south of I-410, on the southern side of San Antonio.  In order to foster development on the south side of the city, better public facilities must be offered to lure business and families to the area.   Yet the area suffers from persistent poverty and poor social services.  If anything, families and businesses leave, they don’t move in.

Let’s assume that this idea is in the planning stages.  We are a consulting group of sociologists, political scientists, and urban policy analysts that has been asked to determine where a new district might go and the impact of the new district if it was placed there.  For the first month of this term, we will work in small groups that are defined by our disciplines (sociology, urban studies, and political science) in order to produce a map in ArcView of the current situation.  After that, we will determine a course of action together, so that we can place the new district, and then assess its impact.

Three groups:

Sociologists – will collect and map data on the relevant socio-economic factors that must be taken into account in locating a new school district.  Those factors must be mapped and assigned to the various extant school districts.  In addition, be aware of the tremendous literature in social science and education on school funding and (vs.) standardized testing.  Does equal funding matter?  What is the role of standardized testing in relation to equal funding?  What is in the best interest of the students: a smaller district, or a different system entirely?  Be prepared to present the current situation and your research findings by the end of the month.

Urban Studies – will collect and map data on property taxes.  Property taxes pay a large percentage of school operating budgets.  Some property taxes from property tax-rich districts are redistributed to property tax-poor districts.  What are the property taxes paid by the various school districts in the city/county?  Map property taxes at the spatial level that is appropriate.  Map property values at the smallest spatial unit that you can.  What percentage of property taxes go toward schools?  To the city?  To the state? To other special districts?  How much is redistributed?  Familiarize yourselves with the litigation that has taken place in the past 30 years concerning the redistribution for property taxes.  Be prepared to present your findings, in oral and map form, by the end of the month.

Political Scientists – will collect information on school districting in Texas.  What does it mean, legally, to create a new school district?  Who is it up to?  How often is it done?  Find information on the legal matters of districting, and also on the history of the school districts in the county.  When were they designated?  In addition, for the past 30 years the school districts of Texas have been in court, battling over the redistribution of property taxes from rich to poor districts.  What is the current situation of this battle?  Educate all of us on this series of cases – and be familiar with both the litigation and legislation.  Be prepared to present your findings in oral and map form by the end of the month.

Documentation and sources:

Mike Kaminski, the library liaison for Urban Studies, has agreed to act as our information liaison as well.  He will help each team gather the information that they need to complete this project.  In addition, he is the librarian in charge of government documents, of which we may use many.

Successive parts of the project:

There are three stages to this project:

During the first stage (which I think will take about one month) three teams of researchers will investigate three areas of concern: legal issues; demographic issues; and urban economic issues.  During this stage, each group will research the topic and prepare a map illustrating their findings.  In this first stage of work, we are trying to get a handle on the current conditions – the status quo on the ground right now.  

Following presentations, in which each group will report their findings to the others, we will decide how to proceed, because the next stage in this research is to determine where a new district would be placed.  Again, the various teams will concentrate on their areas of expertise, but by now we may be working with a single map (or groups of compatible maps).  Teams will use the maps to answer their particular questions.

In stage three, we will assess the impact of this locational decision on the rest of the city.  Most of this work will involve analysis and manipulation within a GIS.  Again, each group will analyze the impacts the proposed changes would have on their area of interest.

Stage 1 will be done in small groups, stage 2 may be done as a class (we’ll see how we feel); stage 3 will be done in small groups again.  The entire project will produce a final map(s) and each group will produce a final map(s).

Assessment:  this complete project is worth 90% of your grade.  It is divided into three parts: a map of current conditions; a map of proposed changes; an analyzed map of the proposed changes.

Each team will receive a group score, and it is up to each group to decide how they want to divide the intellectual labor.  

I will evaluate each group on several criteria: the adequacy of the literature review used as a foundation for the project; the research conducted and its quality; the creativity and flow of the presentation; the division of labor and team coordination.

Three sets of grades will be assigned.  At each stage, the following will be required and assessed: 

a. Group grade of map

b. Each of you as individuals is required to document your own contribution to the research.  On the day of your presentation, turn in a 3-page, single-spaced outline of the arguments and evidence that represents your contribution to the ongoing research.  Cite relevant sources throughout your outline, including author, year, and page numbers.  After your outline, attach a bibliography (4th page) and a fifth page that is team member grades you feel are deserved.  This should be one page with a list of grades you would assign to yourself and each of your teammates with regard to contributions to your work as a group.  Include a two or three sentence explanation regarding why you have given these individuals the grade you did.  These peer evaluations will be taken into account for grading individual’s contributions.  

c. In addition, each group will evaluate the quality of the other groups’ input.  Because a project of this size must be a team effort, the other groups will make future decisions based on your findings.  If your information was incorrect or incomplete, future decisions will be flawed.  Therefore, we will peer-evaluate throughout the project.  I will participate in this process as well.

Final maps.

a. I will sit down with each of you and you will present the project to me.  At this point, you will demonstrate your knowledge of ArcView and GIS more generally.  

b. The entire class will make a formal presentation to experts in the field, and to me.  By then, you will have decided whether you will recommend a new district be created and if so, where you’d put it.  Also, talk about the effects on other districts in the city.  If you decide against it, you still must answer why – for example, what would the effects have been, and why does this outweigh the benefit?

There are many parts to this assignment; therefore there are many opportunities to shine.  At each intermediate stage (of which there are two), you are required to complete three things: a group map, an individual contribution outline, and a self- and peer-evaluation.  We will also complete a final self and peer assessment at the end.

