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The Town of Belmont has a substantial shortage of affordable housing today. Making a
commitment to fill that shortage will not only meet a critical shelter need within Belmont, but
will generate positive benefits for the Belmont schools aswell. The purpose of the discussion
below is to briefly review why the Belmont School Committee should endorse an affordable
housing policy for the Town of Bemont, not merely because it is qood public policy
generaly, but because it is sound and appropriate education policy as well. .

THE NEED FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN BELMONT

The critical need for affordable housing in Belmont has been documented time and again by
and for Town officials. Consider the following:

o] The Commonwealth of Massachuseits has legidatively established a ten
percent affordable housing goal for al Massachusetts communities. In
November, 1997, however, officids of the Belmont Fair Housng Committee
reported to the Belmont Planning Board that the town has less than one third of
this amount. Indeed, Belmont's three percent (3%) suppla/ of such housing is
one of the lowest compliance ratesin the Commonweslth.

o] In 1994, the Town Selectmen asked the Belmont Fair Housing Committee to
prepare an Affordable Housing Plan. That Plan, released in May 1995, found
that "housing affordability is an issue even in a community perceived to be

o While most of the empirical research that exists examines post-secondary education, the reasoning and

findings apply to the lower grades as well.
2 Presentation of Ann Verrilli (Belmont Fair Housing Committee) to Belmont Planning Board (November
1997).



well-off, such as Belmont. . .[T]he cost of housing in Belmont has been, and
will certainly continue to be, very high. The median contract rent in Belmont
in 1990 was $792, compared to a state median of $506. . .Median house value
in 1990 was $307,800. . .To afford a mortgage for a house, [annual] household
income would need to be in excess of $90,000."*

A 1996 report for the Fair Housing Committee found even further that "because
of the distribution of housing units amongst income groups, the total supply of
housing which is affordable to low-income households might be quite different
from the accessible supply of housing which is affordable to low-income
households."™ Not surprisingly, in other words, many units that would be
affordable to low- and moderate-income households are not occupied by such
households but rather by higher income households.

Finadly, a 1997 presentation to the Belmont McLean Land Use Task Force
reported that neither Belmont teachers nor the average Belmont municipa
employee have incomes that put Belmont housing within reach. Moreover, the
Task Force was told, the average worker in a Belmont business earned less than
one-third the income necessary to buy a home in Belmont.” By 1994, the Task
Force was told, the average monthly housing cost in Belmont was amost
$2,300 and atypica downpayment was nearly $30,000.

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN AFFORDABLE HOUSING AND EXCELLENCE IN EDUCATION

Despite the critical need for increased affordable housing in Belmont in its own right, this
discussion focuses not exclusively on the need for housing, but rather on how increasing
diversity through increased affordable housing will improve the education of Belmont's
children. Thereislittle dispute today but that school diversity and educational excellence go
hand-in-hand.® The educational benefits of a diverse student population can be categorized
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in severa ways: (1) increased academic learning; (2) improved skillsin reasoning and inquiry;
and (3) improved education in values and behavioral standards. Each of these is briefly
examined below.”

Increased Academic Learning

Diversity in our classrooms helps schools to pursue their goa of intellectua devel opment.
James Freedman, president of Dartmouth College, defined educationa "diversity” as bringing
together "a richness of people coming together from a variety of backgrounds . .[presenting]
points of view that necessarily are different because of the differences in the backgrounds of
the members of the student body.” Dr. Freedman called for a"greater variety of people’ from
a "greater variety of backgrounds' in educationa ingtitutions, "coming together from their
differencesin order to help each of them to educate others."®

Smilarly, Harvard University's Presdent, Nell Rudenstine, recently issued areport tracing the
history of diversty at Harvard and discussing the contribution of diversity to learning. He
found that the ability "to learn from each other [is] the red beginning of learning, both
intellectually and emotionally.” Dr. Rudenstine concluded that a diverse student body "is an
educational resource of coordinate importance with our faculty and our library, laboratory and
housing arrangements.”

Dr. Rudenstine also explained that

[sluch diversity is not an end in itself, or a pleasant but dispensable accessory.
It is the substance from which much human learning, understanding, and
wisdom derive. It offers one of the most powerful ways of creating the
intellectual energy and robustness that lead to greater knowledge. . . .*"

In addition to the impacts on student learning, diversity has been found to improve the
teaching aswell. As professors adapt to teaching diverse populations, increased instructional
flexibility will provide more effective teaching, "increasing the likelihood of matching
learning differences for all students."™® As ingtitutions focus on maximizi ng performance for

i A great deal of this discussion is taken from the following article: Note, "An Evidentiary Framework for

Diversity as a Compelling Interest in Higher Education," 109 Harvard Law Review 1357 (1996).
8 Again, while Dr. Freedman's references were to a college campus, his comments are equally applicable to
the lower grades as well.
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diverse students, both traditional and nontraditional students will benefit.**

I mproved Skillsin Reasoning and I nquiry

Excellence in education, of course, involves more than ssmply teaching the "three R's."
Excellence in education is largely directed toward inculcating students with the ability to
reason, and the ability to inquire about the world in which one lives and operates. Increasing
diversity improves that educational process.

In the classroom, professors can use the backgrounds and experiences of other
students as a learning tool. Students come to "understand” primarily on the
basis of their own reflecting experience, into which they seek to incorporate the
new ideas they encounter in their courses. Because their experiences determine
their frame of reference, minority students bring the influence of these
experiences to assignments and discussions.

Student "encounter[s] with contemporaries [who have] different backgrounds. .
. and values can . . . lead to challenge, salf-questioning and informal learning
which promotes mora and intellectual development.” Although professors may
not expect al students to reach the same conclusions, "[i]n any field, thereisno
other way to teach adjudicationa reasoning than to confront students with
dilemmas and predicaments, with diverse theories and perspectives, and ask
them which should prevail, and why." Consequently, students become both
recipients of an education and contributors to the education of their fellow
students.™

In sum, educators have found that individuas improve their thinking abilities when they
consider possibilities beyond their own communities.™

Improving the Learning of Values and Behavioral Standards

(..continued)
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While there is general agreement that the teaching of values begins at home, considerable
work has examined how our public school systems impart values to our children as well.
Increasing diversity advances this educational function.

In our school system, values are imparted both insde and outside the classroom setting. One
researcher, for example, concluded that "individua students are influenced by the total body
of thelr campus peers, which provides both standards for salf-judgment and norms of "proper"
attitudes and behavior."**" Another found that "interpersona encounters' were a key eement
in learning values. "New vaues grew through significant new associations with people who
were different from ourselves in some way and who were willing to grant us access to their
inner worlds." ™" Y et another found that student organizations may often have more influence
on student values than the curriculum or professors.™®

The reason why this values learning occurs makes sense. "The learning process. . .extends
beyond the confines of the classroom.""" A sudent "interacts with his fellow students,
exerting influence upon them and they upon him. Through such interplay, a student
subculture evolves that becomes an influential source of change for al theindividuals who are
inducted into it."*®

The diverse experiences of students of different backgrounds contribute to this learning
process because "al students stand to benefit from the chance to live and work with
classmates. . .who can offer differing attitudes and experiences that will challenge and inform
others. This type of interaction is one important means through which students learn and
reorient their beliefs."™

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In sum, diverdity in our school system serves broad educationa goals, including "book™ and
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"non-book" learning. Indeed, the "increased learning that occurs through diversity isrooted in
the overall interaction of individuals across differences."*® Research has repeatedly found
that, when graduating classes are surveyed, seniors believe that they have benefitted as much
from contact with one another as they have from their readings and lectures,*"

As the Bemont Fair Housing Committee promotes policies to increase the supply of
affordable housing in our Town, the goa of attaining and maintaining educationa excellence
in our school system will be advanced as well.

w20 Diversity in Higher Education, supra.
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