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Summary

Results in Brief

No single state agency is responsible for overseeing the safety,
use, and acquisition of portable classrooms in California school
districts. However, the Department of General Services is
responsible for some portable classroom programs. The
Department of General Services helps finance the purchase of
some portable classrooms by school districts, and it is responsible
for the safety inspections of these classrooms. During our audit
we noted the following conditions:

Only 40 (26 percent) of the 153 portable classrooms
that both we and the Office of the State Architect
(OSA) reviewed had been certified as meeting state
safety requirements. Moreover, 35 (23 percent) of
the 153 classrooms were being used without final
certification;

California school districts have approximately 48,000
portable classrooms, of which approximately 43,000 are
used as classrooms and approximately 5,000 for other
purposes such as offices or storage facilities;

More than 70 percent of California’s school sites have
portable classrooms, which may house approximately
27 percent of the State’s students;

According to the portable classroom manufacturers
and leasing agents who responded to our survey, the
costs of portable classrooms, for the basic and mid-
range models we assessed, range from $24,000 to
$66,900 when the units are purchased directly by the

S-1
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Background

district; they range from $2,000 to $7,500 per year
when the units are leased directly or through state
programs;

. School districts acquired approximately 23 percent of
their portable classrooms with state resources and
approximately 77 percent with their own resources;

. For portable classrooms funded through state programs,
four to five years may elapse between the school
district’s application for funding and the initial use of
the units by students; and

. When school districts use their own resources to finance
new facilities, they can procure portable classroom
units in 4 to 14 months.

California’s public school enrollment has increased greatly, and
asaresult, classrooms are overcrowded and some school facilities
areinadequate. Consequently, many school districts use portable
classrooms to meet the needs of growing enrollment and
overcrowding. Despite the widespread use of portable classrooms,
no single state agency is responsible for overseeing portable
classrooms, although the Department of General Services’ Office
of Local Assistance (OLA) administers programs that assist
school districts in leasing and purchasing them.

In addition, both the Department of General Services’ OSA
and the Department of Housing and Community Development
(HCD) inspect units used as portable classrooms. According to
the California Education Code, only those portable classrooms

- certified by the OSA meet the State’s Field Act standards of

classroom safety. Under the California Education Code, unless
the school district has obtained a limited waiver from the State, no
facility can be used as a classroom for instruction of students until
it meets Field Act standards.
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Some Portable
Classrooms
Do Not
Conform With
State Safety
Requirements

School Districts
Use Portable
Classrooms

for Various
Purposes and
With Varying
Costs

The lack of inspection records for specific school buildings makes
it difficult to determine whether portable classrooms meet state
safety standards. In our visits to 48 school sites throughout
California, we examined 429 portable classrooms and found
many at 32 school sites that did not appear to have been certified
as meetingstate safetyrequirements. Subsequently, we requested
that the OSA review the structures we questioned. According to
the OSA, state engineers inspected 153 portable classrooms at
20 school sites. Only 40 (26 percent) of the 153 portable classrooms
we reviewed and the OSA inspected had the appropriate OSA
certification. In addition, according to the OSA, school districts
were using an additional 35 (23 percent) of the portable classrooms
without having received a final inspection and approval from
OSA inspectors. The OSA was unable to determine if the
remaining 78 (51 percent) had ever been inspected and certified.
However, state law does not appear to provide for enforcing
safety requirements in California schools.

Nevertheless, according to information received from the
Office of Emergency Services, school districts suffered only
limited damage as a result of the October 1989 Loma Prieta
earthquake. School districts in the affected areas submitted
claims showing that portable classrooms received only minimal
damage as a result of the earthquake.

California school districts use approximately 48,000 portable
classrooms for various purposes. We estimate that 829 (78 percent)
of the more than 1,000 school districts in California use portable
classrooms. Based on our statewide survey of 118 school districts
and 484 school sites within these districts, California school
districts use approximately 43,000 portable buildings for classrooms
and approximately 5,000 for offices, storage, and other purposes.

Of California’s 7,358 school sites, we estimate that more than
5,300 (72 percent) have portable classrooms on-site. Using the
California Department of Education’s guidelines for class size,
we estimate that as many as 1.2 million (27 percent of the State’s
total public school enrollment) may be housed in portable
classrooms.
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The Methods
and Length of
Time Required

S-4

To Acquire
Portable
Classrooms
Vary

According to our survey, school districts purchased portable
classrooms at an average cost of approximately $35,000, while the
average annual cost of leasing a portable classroom was
approximately $9,500. Furthermore, based on our survey of the
manufacturers of portable classrooms, we determined that the
cost of purchasing a new portable classroom ranges from $24,000
to $66,900. The average annual leasing cost of a new portable
classroom ranges from $2,000 to $7,500.

It appears that California school districts plan to continue to
expand the use of portable classrooms to house growing enrollments.
We project that more than 30 percent of California’s school
districts plan to acquire portable classrooms during fiscal
year 1990-91 and that more than 38 percent of the school districts
plan to acquire them for fiscal years 1990-91 through 1994-95.

California school districts acquire portable classrooms through
state programs or by purchasing or leasing them with their own
resources. Based on our survey of California school districts, we
estimate that the districts acquired 11,200 (23 percent) of the
approximately 48,000 portable classrooms through state programs.
They acquired the 37,000 remaining portable classrooms
(77 percent) with their own resources.

Based on our time studies and survey, we believe that school
districts use their ownresources instead of state programs because
acquiring portable classrooms through state programs can take
substantially longer. For example, we found that school districts
can take up to five years to purchase and 13 months to lease
portable classrooms through state programs. In contrast, school
districts can procure portable classrooms using their own resources
in 25 to 35 days, and, according to one leasing company, they can
lease a portable classroom in one to 3 days.
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Recommen-
dations

Agency
Comments

The Legislature should take the following actions:

Require a state office to aid school districts in the
acquisition of portable classrooms by innovative
financing and lease programs;

. Require that the Office of the State Architect inspect
and certify each school building separately, including
portable classrooms, and that the certifications of final
approval state the type and location of the building;
and

Require each school district to maintain at the school
sites and district office copies of certifications for all of
the district’s facilities.

The Department of General Services (DGS) noted that, because
of the length of the report and the level of detail provided, the
DGS did not attempt to respond to the factual accuracy of this
report. However, the DGS stated that it believes that this report
provides relevant information that can be used in future policy
discussions related to the safety, use, cost, and acquisition of
portable classrooms used by California school districts. The DGS
also stated that, while further study is necessary to determine the
feasibility of implementing the report’s recommendations, the
DGS believes that the overall goals of the recommendations have
merit.
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According to information provided by the Association of California
School Administrators (ACSA) and based on Department of
Finance statistics, public elementary and secondary school
enrollment in kindergarten through grade twelve will increase
approximately 35 percent, from 4.5 million in 1988 to 6.1 million
in 1998. To put the increase of 1.6 million in perspective, it is
equal to the total population of the states of Idaho, Montana, and
Wyoming combined. Constructing facilities for 1.6 million students
is equivalent to building schools for all of the students currently
living in Orange, San Diego, Riverside, San Bernardino, Imperial,
Inyo, Ventura, Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo, and Kern counties.
To create school facilities for this growth in enrollment would
mean building eleven new classrooms every day, 365 days a year,
for the next ten years.

Accordingto the ACSA, the Department of Finance estimates
that 48 of California’s 58 counties will experience growth in
enrollment. At least 22 of California’s counties expect student
enrollment increases of more than 20 percent; at least 6 counties
expect growth of more than 50 percent. San Bernardino County
faces a projected growth of nearly 80 percent and Riverside
County a growth of almost 90 percent. All of these new students
will have to be accommodated in appropriate facilities.

Even school districts that are not experiencing rapid growth
have problems with their school facilities, according to the ACSA.
More than a third of California’s school facilities are more than
30 years old, and 55 percent of the facilities were built before
1964. School districts need to maintain, renovate, and modernize
their existing facilities.
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The lack of new school facilities and the deterioration of the
oldfacilitiesleads to overcrowded classrooms. Further, California
has the largest average classroom size in the nation. The results
of a 1988 survey published by the ACSA indicate that 60 percent
of the State’s classrooms were overcrowded and 55 percent of the
school facilities were inadequate. The lack of school facilities also
means that space for specialized programs such as science
laboratories and libraries declines as these facilities are used for
regular classes.

It appears that California school districts are extensively using
relocatable, factory-built buildings, which are known as portable
classrooms, to address the need for upgrading old and establishing
new facilities. Section 39190 of the California Education Code
states that the Legislature’s intent is for school districts to be
permitted to use factory-built buildings as an alternative to buildings
that are constructed on the school site. This code section defines
afactory-built building as any building thatis designed or intended
for use as a school building and is wholly or in a substantial part
manufactured at an off-site location. The California Education
Code defines a portable classroom, in part, as a school building of
modular design and construction that can be relocated without
the separation of the roof or floor from the building. Any factory-
built portable buildings that can be occupied by students, such as
those used as rest rooms, libraries, and cafeterias, are considered
under the law to be school buildings. Offices, teachers’ lounges,
and storage facilities donotnecessarily come under this definition,
although many school districts use factory-built portable buildings
for these purposes. In this report, we will use the term portable
classroom to mean any factory-built, relocatable structure used at
a school site for any purpose.

Figure 11is a group of photographs showing the typical uses of
portable classrooms. The photographs show portable classrooms
used singly and collectively.



Typical Uses of
Elementary School Portable Classrooms

2

A single portable classroom.

An entire school of portable classrooms.

Figdré 1
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How Portable
Classrooms
Are Used

Portable classrooms may be arranged to provide a structure of
approximately 1,000 square feet. Generally, the portable classrooms
we observed consisted of two 12- by 40-foot modules or three
10- by 32-foot modules. The modules may also be arranged to
provide other configurations for offices, rest rooms, or storage
areas. Figure 2 shows the floor plan of a portable structure
consisting of twelve 10- by 32-foot modules used as special education
and kindergarten classrooms, rest rooms, a teachers’ workroom,
an office, and storage space.
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State Oversight
of Portable
Classrooms

School districts can add any number of amenities to the modules.
For example, one manufacturer told us that school districts can
upgrade carpeting or wall coverings, upgrade or relocate heating,
ventilation, and air conditioning units, and add different kinds of
cabinets and built-in furniture or equipment. At one high school
insouthern California, we observed a portable classroom that had
ascreen at the front of the module and ten seats set up to model
drivers’ seats of automobiles for use in drivers’ education. We also
observed portable classrooms used as a cafeteria, a library, rest
rooms, a computer lab, an office, and in one instance, as a florist
shop for vocational education classes. We also observed entire
schools composed of portable classrooms. However, certain
factors, such as ceiling height, limit the use of portable classrooms
for some types of buildings, such as gymnasiums.

No single state agency is responsible for the oversight of the safety,
use, and acquisition of portable classrooms. As shownin Figure 3,
however, several agencies do have some responsibilities.
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The State Allocation Board (SAB) and the Department of
General Services’ Office of Local Assistance (OLA) and its Office
of the State Architect (OSA) have some oversight responsibilities
they share with the California Department of Education (CDE).
In addition, the Department of Housing and Community
Development (HCD) has some safety oversight of portable
structures not used primarily as classrooms.

The Office of Local Assistance

The OLA administers school facilities’ funding programs, including
the Leroy F. Greene State School Building Lease-Purchase Law
of 1976 (lease-purchase program) and the Emergency Portable
Classroom Program. In providing administrative support to the
SAB, the OLA processes and reviews applications from school
districts to ensure that the districts submit complete and accurate
information. The SAB approves applications from school districts
for lease-purchase projects, apportions school building funds to
projects, and establishes regulations, policies, and procedures for
the administration of the lease-purchase program. The Appendix
presents an overview of the methods school districts use for
acquiring portable classrooms.

The Office of the State Architect

The Department of General Servicess OSA oversees the
architectural and engineering aspects of school facility construction.
For portable classrooms, it reviews and approves architectural
plans and specifications for structural safety and statute compliance,
and it conducts construction inspections, plan reviews, and site
installation inspections using the safety requirements included in
the California Education Code and the California Code of
Regulations, known together as the Field Act standards. The
OSA’s safety responsibilities under state law and the California
Code of Regulations, however, do not include the authority to
condemn unsafe structures or prevent occupancy to enforce school
district compliance with Field Act standards.
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The California Department of Education

The CDE reviews and approves all new school sites and additions
to school sites. The CDE’s School Facilities Planning Division
ensures that school districts applying for state school building
funds comply with SAB policies regarding site acquisition. The
CDE also helps districts develop five-year facilities plans which
are required for participation in state school building programs.
Additionally, through the California Basic Educational Data
System, the CDE provides the enrollment data to organizations
such as the OLA for the purposes of reporting, program
management, and planning.

The Department of Housing

and Community Development

The Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD)
has the primary responsibility for manufactured housing in
California. The HCD requires that certain types of factory-built
structures, such as mobile homes and commercial coaches, bear
an insignia of approval. Some of these structures are used as
portable classrooms. The HCD approval process differs from the
OSA process most significantly in that the HCD does not require
an installation inspection. School districts using HCD-approved
portable classrooms are allowed to do so if they obtain a waiver
from the SAB. As of March 1991, we determined that 234 school
districts had received waivers from the SAB. These onetime
waivers are for a maximum of three years.

California School Districts

The Legislature acknowledges that school districts, county boards
of education, and county superintendents of schools, collectively
known as the school districts, have diverse needs unique to their
individual communities and programs. Section 35160.1 of the
California Education Code states that the Legislature’s intent is
for school districts to have broad authority to carry out their
activities and programs, including the expenditures of funds.
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Scope and
Methodology

10

We were requested to review the safety, uses, cost, and acquisition
of the portable classrooms in California’s school districts. To
accomplish our goals, we reviewed the laws, regulations, and
policies governing the acquisition and use of portable classrooms.
We also reviewed the laws and regulations pertaining to school
facilities financing and the laws governing the safety of portable
classrooms and other types of manufactured buildings. Because
this review is limited to the safety, use, cost, and acquisition of a
particular type of structure instead of a review of governmental
agencies or programs, the review has certain limits. Primarily, we
did not conduct an audit of the programs of the Department of
General Services, the California Department of Education, the
Department of Housing and Community Development, or any
California school district. Rather, we gathered information from
each of these entities to present a complete picture of the role
portable classrooms play in housing the State’s growing student
enrollment.

We reviewed the California Education Code and other laws
and regulations to determine the responsibility and authority for
portable classrooms accorded to school districts, the State Allocation
Board, the Department of General Services, the CDE, and the
HCD.

We visited 48 school sites in 12 counties to observe how
portable classrooms were used and whether they had been inspected
and approved by the Office of the State Architect. We did not
evaluate the safety of these structures but we did ask the OSA to
determine if certain questionable structures were certified. To
determine the extent of damage sustained by portable classrooms
after the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, we visited three school
districts that reported damage to school buildings. We also
reviewed data from the Office of Emergency Services on the
extent and costs of damage reported by the school districts as a
result of the earthquake.



Introduction

To determine the number of portable classrooms and how
they were being used, we conducted a random, stratified survey of
school districts. We received responses from the 118 districts in
our sample. Our statistical consultant used the data from the
completed survey to make statewide projections. Because we
received a range of data for the questions in our survey, the
consultant used mid-range values to calculate averages. We did
not audit the information we received.

In addition to developing historical information on costs from
school districts, we determined the current cost of purchasing
portable classrooms. We requested that six portable classroom
manufacturers and three leasing agents furnish us with purchase
and leasing price estimates for two models. We did not validate
the information provided by the two manufacturers and two
leasing agents who responded.

Furthermore, we reviewed the programs of the Leroy F. Greene
State School Building Lease-Purchase Law of 1976 and the
Emergency Portable Classroom Program to determine the steps
necessary for school districts to acquire portable classrooms
through the State and to determine the roles of the state agencies
involved in the programs. We studied 20 state-funded projects to
determine the length of time required to complete school facilities
projects. In addition to our time study, we reviewed new construction
and modernization projects of the lease-purchase program to
determine the proportion of projects at various stages in the
approval process. We did not evaluate the State’s effectiveness or
compliance with laws and regulations during our review.

We also reviewed methods for funding school facilities projects
using local and district resources, such as local bonds and developer
fees. Wereviewed the processes and estimated the time necessary
to acquire portable classrooms using these methods. We also
surveyed manufacturers and leasing agents to determine the time
required to provide portable classrooms to school districts.

11
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Chapter
Summary

Some Portable Classrooms Used at School Sites
Do Not Conform With State Safety Requirements

The lack of inspection records for specific school buildings makes
it difficult to determine whether a school district’s portable
classrooms meet state safety requirements. In our visits at
48 school sites throughout California, we examined 429 portable
classrooms and found many classrooms at 32 school sites that did
not appear to have been certified as meeting the State’s safety
requirements. We then requested that the Office of the State
Architect (OSA), the state agency responsible for school safety
standards, review the structures we questioned. According to the
OSA, state engineers inspected 153 portable buildings at 20 school
sites. Only 40 (26 percent) of the 153 portable classrooms that we
reviewed and the OSA inspected met state safety requirements.
In addition, according to the OSA, school districts were using an
additional 35 (23 percent) of the portable classrooms without
having received a final inspection and approval from OSA
inspectors. The OSA was unable to determine if the remaining
78 (51 percent) of the classrooms had ever been inspected and
approved as meeting safety requirements. As a result, school
districts are using classrooms that might be unsafe. Nevertheless,
according to information received from the Office of Emergency
Services, portable classrooms at school districts suffered only
limited damage as a result of the October 1989 Loma Prieta
earthquake.

13
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The
Certification
Process

Since 1933, the safety of public school buildings in California has
been under the jurisdiction of the OSA. To protect school
buildings from the dangers associated with the State’s seismic
activity, all public school buildings, including portable classrooms,
are required to meet the requirements in the California Education
Code, Section 39140 et seq., and those in Part 2, Title 24, of the
California Code of Regulations. These requirements are known
as the Field Act standards.

According to information provided by the OSA, to certify
portable classrooms as conforming to Field Act standards, the
OSA requires school districts to meet a series of safety requirements.
The OSA stated that its requirements for portable classroom
safety are more stringent than the requirements of the Uniform
Building Code because a higher level of safety is required for
public school buildings than for residential, commercial, and
industrial buildings.

School districts are responsible for initiating the certification
process. In order to receive the OSA’s certification for portable
classrooms, the districts must use a licensed California architect
or structural engineer to prepare design calculations, drawings,
and specifications for the district’s proposed portable classrooms.
The licensed architect or structural engineer must retain general
responsibility for observing the work of construction. The OSA’s
licensed structural engineers review the design calculations,
drawings, and specifications to ensure that the districts’ plans
meet code, seismic, wind exposure, and access standards. The
OSA alsorequires that plans include reports onsoil, the building’s
foundation, geological hazards, and other school site information.

After the plans receive the OSA’s approval, the OSA requires
adequate, competent, and continuous inspection of the construction
of the portable classroom units by an inspector acceptable to the
OSA. This statutory requirement includes inspecting both the
in-plant fabrication and the installation of factory-built classroom
buildings.
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Some Portable
Classrooms
Lack
Certification
Tags

The OSA’s regulations for the installation of a portable
classroom require that the responsible architect or structural
engineer or the qualified delegated design professional visit the
site and submit a report verifying that the construction conforms
to approved plans and specifications. In addition, the regulations
require that the inspector and the contractor certify under penalty
of perjury that all of the construction work and materials comply
with the plans and specifications. OSA field engineers periodically
visit the school construction sites to monitor the construction and
supervise the on-site inspectors. School districts must obtain the
OSA’s recertification when they move a portable classroom from
one site to another.

According to state law, no contract for the construction or
alteration of a portable classroom would be valid without complying
with the OSA’s requirements. A certified portable classroom is
considered a conforming structure, while a structure that has not
been certified is considered nonconforming. However, the law
does not prevent occupancy before the OSA’s final certification.
Until September 1, 1990, a school district was permitted to lease
classroom buildings for a period of less than three years without
seeking the review and approval of the OSA. Furthermore, the
California Education Code allows certain exemptions from OSA
approval, and the State Allocation Board grants waivers for
three-year periods.

As part of our review, we conducted field visits at 48 schools in
12 counties to document how the schools were using their portable
structures. Before our field visits, we reviewed the building safety
standards contained in the California Education Code. We also
reviewed school building project records that include inspection
information maintained by the OSA. However, these records did
not clearly identify which individual portable classrooms had
been inspected and approved. Using these records, we could not
easily identify which schools had portable classrooms or determine
if the portable classrooms had been inspected and approved.

15
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According to the OSA, all inspected and approved portable
classrooms are required to display an OSA tag signifying that the
building has undergone inspection and conforms with Field Act
standards. Figure 4 shows an example of this tag.
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Portable Classroom Certiﬁcation Tag

: 17
Figure 4
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Anyone interested in easily determining at a school site
whether portable classrooms have been inspected and certified is
limited to looking for this inspection tag. However, even a tag
does not always ensure that a given classroom conforms to state
safety requirements. For example, if a school district has moved
aninspected portable classroom to a new site without applying for
a new OSA inspection, the tag will remain in place but the
portable classroom will no longer be certified.

We examined 429 portable classrooms at 48 school sites. As
part of the field visits, the auditors inspected the portable classrooms
to determine whether the structures displayed the OSA tag, and
we documented the condition of the portable classrooms and
their use. The purpose of these steps was to determine whether
schools were using conforming classrooms. We did not evaluate
the safety of these structures because we did not have sufficient
expertise, nor did we attempt to determine whether the school
districts had improperly relocated OSA-inspected buildings.

We found that only a limited number of the buildings we
inspected had evidence of an OSA inspection and approval.
However, some of the buildings we observed that did not have
evidence of an OSA inspection and approval did not appear to
have required an inspection and approval because the structures
were used for noninstructional purposes, such as storage, or were
structures that appeared to have been inspected but had the OSA
tag partially covered with paint or stucco.

Based on our review, we determined that the remaining
portable buildings at 32 of the 48 school sites appeared to be used
for instructional purposes and therefore should have been required
to conform with Field Act standards. In each case, we found no
clear evidence of OSA inspection either in the OSA’s records or
at the school site. In some instances, the questionable buildings
were in poor condition, raising the question of pupil safety, but we
did not have sufficient engineering expertise to determine if the
structures were safe. Consequently, we sent a list to the OSA
identifying the school sites with the portable buildings without
evidence of OSA inspection and requesting that the OSA tell us
whether these structures met state requirements.
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The OSA’s
Inspections

Figure 5

Inresponse to our request, the OSA’s Structural Safety Section in
Los Angeles inspected portable classrooms at some of the school
sites we had identified. The OSA engineers inspected portable
classrooms at 20 school sites in four counties, limiting themselves
to these sites because of time constraints. According tothe OSA’s
inspecting engineers, 153 portable buildings at these school sites
appeared to be subject to the OSA’s certification. Figure 5 shows
the results of the OSA’s review.

Results of the
Office of the State Architect's
Inspections of Portable Classrooms

Certified
Unable to
Determine

7 Without final
Certification

Inspections

Certified 40

Without final 35
certification

Unable to determine 78

Total 153

Source: Office of the State Architect
correspondence and interviews.
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Earthquake
on Portable
Classrooms

As Figure S shows, the OSA identified only 40 (26 percent) of
the 153 portable classrooms as having the appropriate
OSA certification. Of the remaining 113 portable classrooms,
the OSA told us that school districts were using 35 (23 percent) of
the portable classrooms without final OSA certification. Further,
the OSA was unable to determine if the remaining 78 (51 percent)
of the portable classrooms had applications or certifications for
inspections on file.

The OSA noted that it does not have the authority or the
responsibility to prevent the use of buildings without final
certification or buildings that do not conform to the State’s safety
standards. When school districts acquire or move a portable
structure, the school districts are responsible for initiating the
OSA certification process. However, school districts do not
always doso. Forexample, aschool districtinsouthern California
installed 30 portable classrooms and rest rooms without applying
for the OSA’s approvals, inspections, or certifications. An OSA
field engineer inspected the facilities and determined that the
portable classrooms may not have met state safety requirements.
The OSA notified the school district of its findings, but the district
denied that it needed to take corrective actions. Beyond using
correspondence to inform the school board that it was violating
state law, the OSA takes no further action because it does not
have the authority to condemn school structures that are unsafe
or the authority to prevent unsafe occupancy. Consequently,
there appears to be no mechanism for enforcing Field Act
standards for state school structures. Therefore, many school
structures may be unsafe. ‘

As noted above, to protect California’s school children from
injury and to protect schools from damage caused by seismic
activity, school safety requirements are more stringent than those
applied to other types of buildings. According to the California
Code of Regulations, school buildings, including portable
classrooms, constructed according to these rules and regulations
should be designed to resist forces generated by major earthquakes
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of the intensity and severity of the strongest experienced in
California without catastrophic collapse but only some reparable
architectural or structural damage.

To determine whether portable classrooms were meeting
these safety requirements, we reviewed data on the damage
school districts suffered as a result of the October 1989 Loma Prieta
earthquake. We received data from the Office of Emergency
Services (OES), the state agency that administers the program
providing financial assistance to entities, including school districts,
that have received damage as a result of a natural disaster.

The OES reviewed the damage survey reports of 89 school
districts. Of these 89 school districts, 16 reported damage to
portable school facilities. Based on these damage survey reports,
it appears that the most frequent result of earthquake damage
was that portable classrooms needed to be reset or releveled on
their foundations. The majority of the damage claims appeared
to be minor and did not indicate any major structural problems.
Therefore, since the portable classrooms only had damage that
was easily reparable, they met the primary requirement of the
California Code of Regulations. However, the earthquake occurred
at 5:04 p.m., so most students and teachers were not in the
portable classrooms.
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Chapter
Summary

Background

The Number, Age, and Cost of Portable
Classrooms Used by California School Districts

California school districts use approximately 48,000 portable
classrooms for a variety of purposes. Of the 7,358 school sites in
California, we estimate that more than 5,300 (72 percent) have
portable classrooms. Using California Department of Education
(CDE) guidelines for class size, we estimate that as many as
1.2 million students (27 percent of the State’s total public school
enrollment) may be housed in portable classrooms.

We determined that the historical costs of purchasing these
portable classrooms average approximately $35,000, while the
annual historical costs of leasing a portable classroom average
approximately $9,500. Based on the results of our survey, we
project that more than 30 percent of California’s school districts
plan to acquire portable classrooms during fiscal year 1990-91
and that more than 38 percent of the school districts plan to do so
for the five fiscal years 1990-91 through 1994-95.

According to data we received from the CDE, there are more
than 1,000 school districts (including county superintendents of
schools and boards of education) in California, serving 4.7 million
students. Figure 6 shows the number of students in each of

- California’s counties.
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Distribution of Student
Population by County

Up to 15,000

Siskiyou Modoc

15,000-100,000

100,000-300,000

Lassen

300,000-1,000,000

More than 1,000,000

Los Angeles 7

Source: “California’s K-12 School Financing System,”
EdSource Publications

Figure 6
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More than4.7 million students are housed at 7,358 school sites
throughout the State. The State’s largest school district has more
than 600,000 students located at 630 school sites, while many
school districts have only one site. Figure 7 shows how the
number of school districts and enrollment are associated based
on the size of the district. The total school enrollment is divided
into four groups from the largest to the smallest districts. Each
group has an equal number of students.
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Results of

Our Survey

of California
School Districts

As Figure 7 shows, in the first group, only 12 large school
districts comprise 25 percent of the State’s school enrollment at
more than 1,500 school sites. In the fourth group, 878 smaller
school districts with over 2,600 school sites also house 25 percent
of the student enrollment. :

One of the goals of this review was to determine how school
districts use portable classrooms. Since we determined that no
single state agency has the sole responsibility for the oversight of
portable classrooms, no state agency could tell us how many
portable classrooms were owned or leased by school districts, how
old they were, how they were used, or where they were located.

To determine the number of portable classrooms in the State
and how they were used, we conducted a random, stratified,
statistically valid survey of public school districts. First, we
arranged the school districts in order from largest to smallest.
Then we divided them by population into the four equal groups.
We sent detailed surveys to 118 school districts and 484 school
sites within these districts. We sent the surveys to all of the twelve
largest school districts which comprise the first group, and we
randomly selected school districts in the other three groups. For
the larger school districts, we randomly selected a representative
number of school sites to survey, and for many of the smaller
districts, we requested information from all of the school sites.
This table depicts the composition of our sample.

Composition of the Office of the Auditor General’s
Survey Sample of School Districts by Four Groups

Number of Districts Number of School Sites
Districts in Sample in Sample
Large 12 152
Big 6 30
Medium 12 60
Small 88 242
Total 118 484
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(Student Enroliment = 4.7 million)

California Student Enrollment
Shown by School District Size

Large (12 districts) Big (54 districts)
PS AAAAN

Medium (122 districts) Small (878 districts)

AfNAAARAR
AAAARAARNR

f
N

Source:

= |0 School Districts

= One-fourth total student
enrollment (1.175 million)

California Department of Education
enrollment data for fiscal year 1989-90.

Figure 7
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We asked the districts to tell us how many portable classrooms
they had, how they were used, how old they were, and how they
were acquired. For school sites, we asked similar questions. We
received completed responses from every district and from
99 percent of the school sites surveyed. By asking for separate
data from both the districts and the school sites, we were able to
verify, using the separate projections, that the data provided to us
was internally consistent and reliable. We did not audit the
information we received.

The Number of Portable Classrooms

California school districts use approximately 48,000 portable
classrooms for a variety of educational programs. Based on the
results of our survey, we estimate that almost 5,200 school sites
use approximately 43,000 portable buildings as classrooms. The
remaining 5,000 portable classrooms at over 2,100 school sites are
used for offices, storage, and other purposes. Of the 7,358 school
sites in California, we estimate that 5,300 (72 percent) have
portable classrooms on-site.

Figure 8 shows the percentage of school districts using portable
classrooms and the percentage of school sites within the districts
using portable classrooms.
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Figure 8

Percentage of California
School Districts and School Sites
Using Portable Classrooms

School School
Districts Sites Students

B Using or housed in Portable Classrooms I

As Figure 8 shows, we estimate that 829 (78 percent) of the
more than 1,000 school districts in California use portable
classrooms. Usingthe CDE’s guidelines for class size, we estimate
that the school districts may house as many as 1.2 million students
(27 percent of the State’s total public school enrollment) in
portable classrooms.
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Figure 9

The Age of Portable Classrooms

According to the responses to our survey, at least one school
district still uses a portable classroom acquired as early as 1934,
but many districts began acquiring portable classrooms in the
1960’s, a period during which the population increased by more
than 25 percent. Figure 9 shows the dates of first acquisition for
the school districts in our sample.

Date of First
Portable Classroom Acquisition

1934 1957
e ¢ v

1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990

. Large districts
‘ Big districts

v Medium districts

Il Small districts
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As Figure 9 shows, larger school districts tended to acquire
portable classrooms earlier than smaller districts.

The Cost of Portable Classrooms

Based on the results of our survey of school districts, we found that
the purchase prices of portable classrooms ranged from
approximately $2,000 to more than $170,000. As part of our
survey, we requested information such as the range of purchase
prices per portable classroom, the range of annual leasing costs
per portable classroom, and whether the school district received
a volume discount. We aggregated this information and submitted
itto our statistical consultant who prepared statewide projections.

The Costs of Purchasing Portable Classrooms: Based on
our survey, we estimate that the range of historical prices paid by
school districts to purchase portable classrooms was approximately
$2,000 to $173,900 and that the average price was approximately
$35,000 per portable classroom. This average was calculated by
using the mid-range of the least and most expensive portable
classroom purchase prices.

We contacted the school districts in our sample that reported
both high and low prices to determine why their prices varied so
greatly from the norm. The school districts’ explanations for the
range appeared reasonable. For example, one school district with
a low price reported purchasing portable classrooms for an
estimated cost of $2,000 each. The district purchased these
portable classrooms before 1978 from other school districts or
federal installations. In the case of one of the most expensive
portable buildings reported, the school district stated that it
purchased the $120,000 portable building in 1990. Itis a 40- by
48-foot classroom/office building, consisting of one classroom,
counseling offices, a site administration office, and rest rooms for
students, faculty, and staff. The building is located at a continuation
high school, and because of the special needs of such a school, it
is equipped with more amenities than the average classroom.
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In addition to our survey of school districts, we also sought to
determine the current costs of purchasing portable classrooms as
stated by the manufacturers. As part of our review, we contacted
manufacturers of portable classrooms and requested price estimates
for two specific types of portable buildings. One model was a
basic portable classroom of the type the State leases to school
districts as part of the Emergency Portable Classroom Program.
We also requested the price of a mid-range model that includes
more amenities than the basic model. We specifically requested
that the price estimates omit the costs of storage, site preparation,
transportation, and installation because these costs vary based on
the location of the school district, the conditions at the school site,
and the quantity of the order. The manufacturers’ estimates for
a basic model ranged from $24,000 to $26,900, with an average
price of approximately $25,600. The manufacturers’ estimates
for a mid-range model ranged from $48,800 to $66,800, with an
average price of approximately $59,700.

Volume Discounts: We asked the school districts whether they
received any discounts when they purchased multiple portable
classrooms. According to our survey, the discounts ranged from
zero to 30 percent of the total purchase price. We estimate that
102 school districts throughout the State have received discounts
averaging from 2.00 to 4.80 percent.

We also asked manufacturers about volume discounts. The
volume discounts offered by the manufacturers for the basic
model ranged from 2.04 percent to 9.27 percent, with an average
of 4.77 percent. One manufacturer told us that the volume
discounts became effective when ten or more portable buildings
had been purchased. The volume discounts offered by the
manufacturers for the mid-range model ranged from 2.00 percent
to 12.12 percent, with an average of 5.72 percent. The volume
discounts, according to one manufacturer, were applied when five
or more portable buildings had been purchased.
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Costs of Leasing Portable Classrooms: Based on our survey
of school districts, we found that the annual historical costs for
leasing portable buildings ranged from approximately $650 to
$140,000 each. Of the 118 school districts in our sample, 65
(55 percent) reported that they leased portable classrooms. We
estimate that the average annual leasing cost to school districts
throughout the State was about $9,500 per portable classroom.
This average was calculated by using the mid-range of the least
and most expensive portable classroom leasing costs.

For example, one school district in our sample reported that
its least expensive leasing cost was $2,000 for the portable classrooms
obtained from the Emergency Portable Classroom Program of
the Office of Local Assistance. Another school district reported
leasing a 12- by 60-foot trailer for about $4,200 annually from
1988 through 1990 during the construction of a project funded by
the Leroy F. Greene State School Building Lease-Purchase Law
of 1976. The single trailer was divided into three rooms. One
sectionwasused as aspecial education classroom, one asteachers’
offices, and the other as a counseling office. One of the more
expensive leased portable buildings reported was an elementary
school’s 60- by 60-foot media center, which was acquired in 1987
at an annual leasing cost of $39,360. The media center houses a
library, a computer lab, and two rest rooms.

In addition to the information obtained from our survey, we
contacted leasing and financing companies that specialize in
leasing or providing financing to lease-purchase portable buildings.
We requested information about the leasing costs of a portable
classroom inspected by the Office of the State Architect (OSA)
and one inspected by the Department of Housing and Community
Development (HCD) and the leasing and financing costs for
portable classrooms in general.

According to the leasing and financing companies who
responded to our survey, the annual cost of leasing an
OSA-inspected portable classroom ranges from $6,000 to $7,500,
based on a one-, two-, or three-year lease, with an average cost
of approximately $6,800 per unit. The annual leasing cost for
HCD-inspected portable classrooms range from $4,400 to $5,500
per year, with an average cost of approximately $5,000 per unit.

33



Office of the Auditor General

34

The Number
of Portable
Classrooms
Districts Plan
To Acquire

The leasing and financing companies that responded to our
survey offer various lease-purchase options to school districts,
including conventional financing and municipal financing.
Conventional financing arrangements use interest rates based on
the rate of U.S. Treasury bills to calculate lease payments. However,
school districts do not use this option if they can qualify for
municipal leasing arrangements, which use lower interest rates
than conventional arrangements to calculate lease payments. As
a result, school districts can save money by using municipal
leasing instead of conventional financing. By financing portable
classroom purchases themselves, school districts may acquire the
school facilities they need now and pay for them in installments
over several years. (A detailed description of alternative leasing
methods is contained in the Appendix.)

Based on our statewide survey, it appears that California school
districts will continue to expand the use of portable classrooms to
house growing enrollments. We asked each district the number
of portable classrooms the district plans to acquire in fiscal year
1990-91 and for the five fiscal years 1990-91 through 1994-95.
Based on the results of our survey, we project that more than
30 percent of California’s school districts plan to acquire almost
3,000 portable classrooms in fiscal year 1990-91 and that more
than 38 percent of the school districts plan to procure more than
9,500 portable classrooms in the five fiscal years from 1990-91
through 1994-95. Figure 10 shows the possible increase in the
number of students that districts may house in portable classrooms
for that period.
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Using the CDE’s classroom size guidelines, we determined
that, in fiscal year 1990-91, as many as 89,000 more students may
be housed in new portable classrooms and that, in five years,
285,000 more students may be housed innew portable classrooms.
If we assume that the average cost of a school district’s purchase
will be that of a mid-range portable classroom, then based on the
average price of $59,700 for a mid-range model, school districts
throughout the State will spend approximately $179 million on
portable classrooms in fiscal year 1990-91 and $570 million in the
five fiscal years 1990-91 through 1994-95. If school districts are
able to combine their orders, they may be able to receive avolume
discount of as much as 5.72 percent for every order of at least five
units, for an estimated total savings of $32 million statewide in the
next five fiscal years.
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Summary

The State
Acquires
Portable
Classrooms
in Various
Ways

California School Districts Acquire
Portable Classrooms in a Variety of Ways
and in Different Lengths of Time

California school districts have acquired almost 80 percent of all
portable classrooms using their own resources instead of state
programs. It appears that school districts use their own resources
to acquire portable classrooms because acquiring both portable
and permanent structures through state programs can take
substantially longer and because the State does not have sufficient
funds to finance all of the current requests for projects.

Figure 11 illustrates our projections of how school districts
throughout the State have acquired portable classrooms. We
estimate that school districts throughout the State have acquired
almost 48,000 portable classrooms. Of these, as shown in the
figure, the school districts purchased approximately 26,300
(55 percent) of the portable classrooms and leased approximately
10,400 (22 percent) of the portable classrooms with their own
resources. More than 6,300 (13 percent) of the portable classrooms
were purchased with state funding through the Leroy F. Greene
State School Building Lease-Purchase Law of 1976. School
districts have leased another approximately 4,900 (10 percent) of
the portable classrooms from the State through the Emergency
Portable Classroom Program and other state programs.
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Figure 11

The Time
Required
To Acquire
Portable
Classrooms
Varies

How School Districts
Acquired Portable Classrooms

Purchase

Purchase

Lease

Sources of Funds

School District

State

To determine the length of time necessary for school districts to
acquire new school facilities, including portable classrooms, we
conducted time studies of 20 state-funded projects, surveyed
private manufacturers and leasing agents, and researched several
methods of providing local financing for school facilities. As
Figure 12 shows, we found that the time necessary to acquire
portable classrooms and other school facilities varies based on the
means the school districts use to acquire them.
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Figure 12

The Time Required
To Acquire Portable Classrooms
by Various Methods

Lease-Purchase
Emergency Portable
Mello-Roos Districts

Bonds

Developer Fees |:

Direct Purchase

Months

Source: Office of the Auditor General's time studies of state programs,
information received from portable classroom manufacturers

and leasing agents, and a review of statutory requirements.

The Lease-Purchase Program

‘'The LeroyF. Greene State School Building Lease-Purchase Law

of 1976 (lease-purchase program), Chapter 1010, Statutes of
1976, provides state funds to school districts to reconstruct
educationally inadequate permanent and portable buildings and
to acquire new school sites and buildings for use as public schools.
The lease-purchase program is divided into two major categories
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of school facilities projects: new construction and modernization.
New construction projects include the construction of new schools,
additions to existing schools, and acquisitions of sites needed for
construction. As a condition of approval for funding any new
construction project, state law requires that at least 30 percent of
the classrooms in the new project be portable. Modernization
projects provide for updating permanent school facilities at least
30 years old and portable classrooms at least 20 years old.

For our lease-purchase project time study, we reviewed 5 of
228 new construction projects in the State’s lease-purchase program
and 5 of 110 modernization projects completed as of June 30, 1990.
We found that the average lease-purchase project was ready for
use about 38 months after the Office of Local Assistance (OLA)
received the application from the school district. Figure 13 shows
the number of months required for the projects we reviewed.
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Figure 13

The Time Required to Complete
Lease-Purchase Projects

d
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Modernization

Months

= Time to Complete

= Average Time

As Figure 13 shows, school districts took from about 26 to
56 months, almost five years, to complete new constructionprojects.
According to the district whose construction project took 56 months
to complete, the length of time was due to difficulties created by
the contractor. Modernization projects took from 30to 44 months
to complete.

According to the OLA, the average processing time for lease-

purchase projectsin our study, about 38 months, appears reasonable.
(A detailed description of each phase of this process is included
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inthe Appendix.) The OLA stated that a processing backlog does
exist for the lease-purchase program and may be partially explained
by several factors. For example, the lack of a continuous source
of funding for projects often causes delays. According to OLA
records, of the more than 5,000 lease-purchase applications
received by the OLA as of June 30, 1990, 1,873 (37 percent) of the
project applications have been approved but are awaiting
construction funding. The OLA told us that other causes of the
backlog include delays in receiving documents from school districts
and other state agencies, the priorities established for processing
work, and occasional staffing shortages.

The Emergency Portable Classroom Program

According to the California Education Code, the State’s Emergency
Portable Classroom Program aids school districts in providing
classroom space by leasing portable classrooms to school districts
experiencing excessive growth. The code recognizes that the
greatest need of school construction is for classrooms, and the
code is intended to satisfy this primary need to the greatest extent
possible before providing other facilities.

Data from the OLA shows that between July 24, 1979, and
August 24, 1990, the OLA received from school districts more
than 1,700 applications for emergency portable classroom projects.
For the 10 applications we reviewed, emergency portable classrooms
were ready for use an average of 13 months after the OLA
received the application from the school district. The most
quickly completed project took 4 months and involved five portable
classrooms. According to the OLA’s records, funds were available
for this project on the date it was approved, and the project
proceeded through the State Allocation Board’s (SAB) approval
process in 15 days and through the Office of the State Architect’s
(OSA) planreviewin 30 days. The slowest project took more than
28 months and involved one portable classroom. According to
the OLA’s records, lack of funds delayed approval for this project
by nearly 7 months, and the OSA plan approval required an
additional 8 months.
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Use of District
and Local
Resources

According to the OLA, there are no undue delays in the
application processing time for the Emergency Portable Classroom
Program. The OLA told us onJanuary 7, 1991, that there were no
projects of the highest priority awaiting funding in this program.
The OLA also told us, however, that 26 other projects for
212 emergency portable classrooms were on the list of applications
awaiting funding. Depending on the availability of funding and
the priorities established by the SAB, according to the OLA, some
applications remain on this list until the SAB receives additional
funds to acquire buildings. The OLA stated that in some cases,
lower priority projects have been on the waiting list for 48 months.

State programs such as the lease-purchase program and the
Emergency Portable Classroom Program help school districts
provide portable classrooms for public school students. However,
as the OLA told us, limited state funds often cause project delays,
and districts may wait up to five years for their completed
classrooms. Alternative means of financing allow districts to
acquire portable classrooms more quickly. The New Schools
Relief Act of 1979 (Chapter 1187, Statutes of 1979) provides
opportunities for school districts, the State, and the private sector
to cooperate in providing needed school facilities and to use
innovative financing methods for new school construction needs.
Means available for local financing include special taxes and
bonds financed through Mello-Roos Community Facilities Districts,
general obligation bonds, and developer fees. Based on our
review of these programs, school districts can implement them in
an average of 4 to 14 months. (A detailed description of these
programs is contained in the Appendix.)

Based on information obtained from those who responded to
our survey of portable classroom manufacturers, when local
funds are available, a school district can acquire portable classrooms
in an average of 25 to 35 days. Further, one leasing company
indicated that it could provide a Department of Housing and
Urban Development unit in one day and an OSA unit in 3 days,
assuming that all state requirements for plan review and site
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preparation had already been met by the school district. Factors
that might influence the length of time it would take to deliver and
install units include weather conditions and the availability of
labor, transport trailers, and field inspectors. The time required
for plan approval and site preparation for OSA-approved portable
classrooms might also affect the time it takes to install a unit.
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Portable
Classroom
Safety

Conclusions and Recommendations

Although the scope of our review was limited, we determined that
a substantial number of portable classrooms may not meet state
safety requirements. The Office of the State Architect (OSA)
does not have records that easily identify portable classrooms that
have beeninspected and certified. Of the 153 portable classrooms
that both our office and the OSA reviewed, the OSA identified
only 40 (26 percent) as having appropriate certification. Another
35 (23 percent) of the portable classrooms had never received
final inspections or approval. The OSA could not determine if
the remaining 78 (51 percent) met state structural, fire safety, or
access requirements because it could not determine if the classrooms
had been inspected. Furthermore, the OSA has no power to
enforce compliance with state requirements. It cannot condemn
buildings that are unsafe, and it cannot prevent unsafe occupancy.
Consequently, there appears to be no mechanism for taking
enforcement actions against school districts using portable
classrooms that do not meet the State’s safety standards.

The potential effect of not meeting the State’s safety
requirements is difficult to assess. The requirements were
established in 1933 to protect students from harm resulting from
earthquakes. As a result of the October 1989 Loma Prieta
earthquake, portable classrooms in Bay Area counties received
only limited and relatively minor damage, thus adhering to the
stated purpose of the laws establishing the requirements. We do
not know how the portable classrooms we determined did not
meet state safety requirements would have fared in similar
circumstances. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to expect that
school districts ensure that all of their school buildings, including
portable classrooms, meet the State’s safety requirements.
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Based on our estimates of the number of portable classrooms
used in California, 27 percent of the State’s public school students
may be educated in portable classrooms. School districts of all
sizes and locations use portable classrooms for all levels of
education, from kindergarten through grade twelve. Moreover,
the portable classrooms are not used only as temporary solutions
to classroom overcrowding. One school district in our sample is
still using at least one portable classroom acquired more than fifty
years ago.

Demographic projections for California show a continuing
growth in school enrollment. The new students must be housed,
but current classrooms already appear overcrowded. We reviewed
estimates generated by the Association of California School
Administrators showing enrollment increasing in 48 of California’s
58 counties. Data from the same agency shows that 60 percent of
the schools surveyed are overcrowded and 55 percent have
inadequate facilities. To alleviate these problems, portable
classrooms are a practical alternative to permanent structures
because of their versatility. The size and cost of portable classrooms
allow school districts to build, replace, or refurbish school facilities
incrementally, by adding only as much space as needed. A school
district can add one or two portable classrooms at an existing
school site or build entire schools of portable classrooms more
easily than they can build new schools of permanent structures.

That school districts use portable classrooms to meet needs
ranging from the addition of a single office to the construction of
an entire school indicates that school districts view portable
classrooms as practical substitutes for permanent school facilities.
Portable classrooms are already an accepted and necessary part
of school facilities planning. For example, the California Education
Code requires that school districts use portable classrooms in the
construction of new school facilities financed through the State’s
lease-purchase program. We believe that school districts will
continue to use portable classrooms to alleviate the problems
associated with the growth of enrollment, overcrowding, and
inadequate facilities. Based on our survey of school districts, we
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estimate that 30 percent of California’s school districts will
acquire portable classrooms in fiscal year 1990-91 and that more
than 38 percent of California’s school districts will acquire portable
classrooms for the five fiscal years 1990-91 through 1994-95.

We determined that approximately 11,200 (23 percent) of the
48,000 portable classrooms used at school districts were acquired
through state programs, such as the Leroy F. Greene State School
Building Lease-Purchase Law of 1976 (lease-purchase program)
or the Emergency Portable Classroom Program. We estimate
that almost 37,000 (77 percent) of the portable classrooms were
acquired using the districts’ own resources. Of these portable
classrooms, approximately 26,300 (72 percent) were directly
purchased by school districts and the remaining almost 10,400
(28 percent) were leased.

We could not determine why school districts relied so heavily
on their own resources for the acquisition of portable classrooms.
The factor that causes school districts to use their own resources
instead of state resources may not be the cost of portable classrooms
compared to permanent structures but rather the time it takes to
obtain the classrooms through state programs. For example, the
planning phases of the State’s lease-purchase program can take
up to 36 months to complete before the district can begin
construction. Construction can add another 16 to 24 months to
the project. Further, although districts may qualify for state funds
to begin construction, state funds are limited. For example, the
Office of Local Assistance told us that as of June 30, 1990, 1,873
projects have been approved but are awaiting construction funding.
The total amount of funds requested for these projects is almost
$4.5 billion.

In contrast, school facilities can be acquired faster when the
school district finances its facilities with its own resources, acquired
by such mechanisms as developer fees, bonds, or the establishment
of a Mello-Roos Community Facilities District. These mechanisms
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Recommen-
dations

can take from4 to 14 months to implement and can be established
before construction projects begin, so that construction can proceed
without delay once local funds become available. Manufacturers
stated that they could build most types of portable classrooms and
deliver them to the district in an average of 25 to 35 days when
funds are available and the school district has approved plans and
a school site. A leasing agent stated that his firm could supply
portable classrooms in as little as one day. The total time it takes
to obtain a portable classroom using a locally funded project can
be less than half of that using a state-funded project.

A school district cannot apply for state construction funds
until it can show that in the next school year it will have growing
enrollment or inadequate facilities to handle current enrollment.
Consequently, because of the almost 60 months it might take to
complete a project, the school district’s first-grade students for
the next school year may not be housed in a new state-funded
project until they are in the sixth grade. A school district using its
own resources for a new school can house the hypothetical first-
grade students when they enroll. The ease of purchasing or
leasing portable classrooms, the number and variety of options
available, and the speed with which manufacturers can build the
modules suggest that using portable classrooms is a practical
alternative to using permanent structures.

Because the majority of school districts use their own financial
resources to fund the acquisition of portable classrooms, the
Legislature should consider ways to make it easier for all school
districts to establish alternative mechanisms for funding school
facilities. For example, school districts that make large dollar
acquisitions of portable classrooms can take advantage of favorable
financial terms to lease-purchase new portable classrooms through
alternative leases. Similarly, school districts can house new
student enrollment faster if they already have alternative funding
mechanisms in place. Requiring that a state organization or
agency help districts aggregate purchases to qualify for favorable
financing or provide expertise in the development of alternative
funding would aid many school districts.



Chapter 4

To ensure that school districts have appropriate records
showing that school buildings meet state safety requirements, the
Legislature should take the following actions:

Require that the Office of the State Architect inspect
and certify each school building, including portable
classrooms, separately instead of as a single project;

Require that the OSA’s certifications of final approval
should state the type and location of the structure that
has been approved; and

Require that school districts maintain and post copies
of certifications for each of their facilities at both
school sites and district offices.

We conducted this review under the authority vested in the
auditor general by Section 10500 et seq. of the California
Government Code and according to generally accepted
governmental auditing standards. We limited our review to those
areas specified in the audit scope section of this report.

Respectfully submitted,

W/QM

KURT R. SIOBERG
Auditor General (acting)

Date: May 13, 1991
Staff: Robert E. Christophel, Audit Manager
Clifton John Curry

Joy H. Matsuo
Janet E. LaRoss
Diana L. Oretsky
Raul Bernie Orozco
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Appendix

An Overview of the Methods School Districts
Use To Acquire Portable Classrooms

California school districts acquire portable buildings for various
reasons. Such reasons include accommodating growing enrollment;
handling the displacement of students, faculty, and staff while
permanent facilities are under construction or renovation; fulfilling
various state program requirements; and providing space for
other purposes, such as administrative offices, faculty lounges, or
rest rooms.

There are two types of portable buildings: portable classrooms,
as defined by the California Education Code, which are subject to
approvals and inspections required by the Office of the State
Architect (OSA), and commercial coaches, which are used for
noninstructional purposes and as portable classrooms. Commercial
coaches are governed by the rules and regulations of the Department
of Housing and Community Development (HCD). The California
Health and Safety Code defines a commercial coach, in part, asa
structure transportable in one or more sections, designed and
equipped for human occupancy for industrial, professional, or
commercial purposes. There are differences in the construction
standards of the two types of buildings. Since 1971, the HCD units
have been built according to standards established in Title 25 of
the California Code of Regulations. The OSA units are constructed
to meet the Field Act standards established in 1933 in the
California Education Code and in Title 24 of the California Code
of Regulations. Along with the differences in construction standards,
there are also differences in inspection requirements. For the
HCD units, for example, on-site installation inspection is not
required.
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