
 
 

CITY OF ALBION 

CITY COUNCIL SPECIAL MEETING AGENDA 
               Meetings: 9:00 AM 

Saturday, April 24, 2021 
  

City Council Chambers ♦ Second Floor ♦ 112 West Cass Street ♦ Albion, MI  49224 
   

___________________________________________________________________
__  

  
PLEASE TURN OFF CELL PHONES DURING MEETING 

   
Page 

 
 I. CALL TO ORDER 

 
 II. MOMENT OF SILENCE TO BE OBSERVED 

 
 III. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 

 
 IV. ROLL CALL 

 
 V. APPROVAL OF AGENDA 

(Includes any proposed additions, deletions or changes to the agenda) 
 
  V.1. AGENDA   
 VI. PRESENTATIONS AND RECOGNITIONS 

 
 VII. PUBLIC HEARING 

 
 VIII. PUBLIC COMMENTS 

(Persons addressing the City Council shall limit their comments to agenda items only and to 
no more than three (3) minutes. Proper decorum is required.) 

 
 IX. CLOSED SESSION 

 
 X. CONSENT CALENDAR (VV) (ITEMS) 

(Items on Consent Calendar are voted on as one unit) 
 
 XI. ITEMS FOR INDIVIDUAL DISCUSSION 

 
3 - 12  XI.1. APPROVAL TO SUPPORT PRESIDENT JOHNSON'S APPROACH TO PUBLIC-

PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP OUTLINED IN THE RECENT LETTER " A VISION FOR 
THE FUTURE OF ALBION. THE COLLEGE, AND THE CITY".  
Dr J Letter to Community Members - April 2021 
AC - New Elementary School - Version 2 (1) 

 
 XII. FUTURE AGENDA ITEMS 

 
 XIII. PUBLIC COMMENTS 

(Persons addressing the City Council shall limit their comments to no more than three (3) 
minutes. Proper decorum is required.) 
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 XIV. CITY MANAGER REPORT 

 
 XV. MAYOR AND COUNCIL MEMBER COMMENTS 

 
 XVI. MOTION TO EXCUSE ABSENT COUNCIL MEMBER (S) 

 
 XVII. ROLL CALL 

 
 XVIII. ADJOURN 
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April 21, 2021

TO: The Albion Community

FR: Albion College, President Mathew Johnson

RE: A Vision for the Future of Albion, The College and the City

This open letter lays out a vision for the College and the City. I have presented pieces of this to
several community groups and am willing to answer any questions asked of me about it. I am
hopeful that this letter will provide additional information community members may need in the
near future. It is important that community members have a complete picture of the thinking
and planning that various stakeholders have been doing in recent months. This letter builds on
the community meetings I have been doing to be sure we, the College, are being as transparent
as possible in our visioning and planning.

Dear Community Members,

Albion College  believes that “higher education institutions exist to serve and strengthen the
society of which they are a part.” Albion College possesses a deep and longstanding
commitment to the City of Albion and our surrounding community. It is part of why I chose
Albion as my new home. I, together with the Board of Trustees, and like many in the community,
have a keen desire to see the community restored to a vibrant city. To accomplish this, our
community must attract and retain new residents, develop and provide services to new and
existing residents that create community health and economic development.

Families are the heart of most communities. They attract and sustain economic vitality and
create community and a sense of home around the lives of their children and families. Children
of the City today represent a set of concentric circles radiating out from the historic Washington
Gardner school building. The school sits at the center of the heat map of students currently
enrolled in Harrington and those who are enrolled in other Marshall School District Schools.

Shortly after Dr. O’Neill and I arrived in June of last year we hosted several community
conversations in the backyard of the President’s House. In those conversations, it became
crystal clear to me that the building is an important cultural and historical marker. The
Washington Gardner school building became the property of the College after Annexation and
we have invested more than $1M to date to maintain the building and it became an essential
asset for socially distant instructional space during the pandemic.

A school has existed on the spot where the Washington Gardner school building sits today since
1872. The College has been deeply involved since that time, at times sharing teachers,
administrators, and other resources. When Kresge Gym was built the College used the
Washington Gardner school building gym for two years. Students attending the Washington
Gardner building used the College facilities for football games, baseball games, and other
activities over the decades. Many faculty and staff children were educated in this building. Our
connections run deep.

The Washington Gardner school is also one of the buildings into which the community
integrated after Brown v. Board. In 1966, the President of the College and the Superintendent of
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the Albion Schools issued a joint public statement making clear their shared commitment to
protecting students from bomb threats related to the racial conflict at the time.

Families of the community need schools for their children, healthcare and appropriate housing
for themselves and elders. I heard from many in those backyard conversations that healthcare
is a significant concern, that housing was a concern, and that the children of the community
were not well served in terms of education.  On this last point, there were strong feelings that
the lack of a strong elementary school had led to community decline as parents cast about for
better opportunities for their children in Marshall and surrounding districts, and as Harrington
Elementary had been, in their opinion, vastly under-resourced.

I am glad that Albion College has been able to play a role in preserving some healthcare in this
community in the Oaklawn Clinic. The Harrington neighborhood has also been helpful in
attracting new employees to live in the community. Our student teachers, the PACT program,
and student volunteers have supported the Harrington school as best they can for many years.
Still, these approaches have not met the needs of the community.

Taken together, and thinking about how the College could invest in itself and the community
simultaneously, and responding to requests from community agencies and organizations for
collaboration, has led me to a vision which I have shared with many of you of a Community
Campus.

At the heart of the City, nearly adjacent to the Downtown development region, and immediately
adjacent to campus, the Washington Gardner site is not only ideally situated and historically
relevant, it also presents a pivotal opportunity to work toward much more full integration of the
College and the City in ways that can accelerate and institutionalize our shared development
and future prosperity.  I hope in reading this letter you will come to support three key elements
of this vision, and consider supporting a fourth:

1. The restoration and renovation of Washington Gardner into a destination facility that
draws visitors and local residents into the public performances and athletic events. We
intend to locate music, studio arts, theater and education programs in the building, and
to build a state-of-the-art theater auditorium, music hall, and athletic arena.

We also intend to serve the community through the building including: an Albion African
American History Museum, the reinstallation of Albion Wildcat memorabilia into the
building, and other community-focused programming. The site will also house many
community engagement activities and serve as a focal point for the College's youth
mentoring, tutoring, and engagement work.

2. The placement of the new YMCA in Washington Gardner including Great Start Readiness
Program Classrooms, after-school programs, nutrition and wellness initiatives.

3. The placement of a new Albion STEAM Academy elementary school (as part of Marshall
School District and in partnership with the College) immediately adjacent to the
Washington Gardner School.
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4. The development of a retirement community in the almost 9 acres of land immediately
north of the Washington Gardner school where Union Steel used to be and the Dog Park
are today.

Restoring Washington Gardner
Restoring Washington Gardner creates for the College a first-class integrated arts and wellness
facility right on E. Michigan Avenue which will become a marquee for the College allowing us to
continue our upward trajectory on enrollment and thereby become more fiscally healthy. The
College could have achieved this goal in other ways, and indeed before my presidency did. The
College could find other ways to create the NCAA regulation arena it needs or to create the
additional and modern spaces needed by our arts programs. So, why after so many years, have
we turned to Washington Gardner as the solution to this need? In a word, community.

For us, the building presents an opportunity to put our values into action, to emphasize
belonging, to invest our scarce resources in the community and create economic activity that
we believe will benefit the community. For us, the building represents an opportunity to live out a
principle that drives our thinking about the revitalization of the campus and the College.  That
principle is that wherever and whenever possible, we should be seeking opportunities to create a
double or triple impact investment of every dollar we spend: improve the College, improve the
community, create economic activity and development.

Locating a YMCA in Washington Gardner
By renovating the building we will create a destination that draws in spectators and visitors to
theater, music, and sports events, that come to view the art collection and to attend community
art classes, and that come to professional development opportunities offered by our exceptional
faculty and staff to those interested or employed in the arts and education. By renovating the
building and partnering with the YMCA, we create the possibility to open the entire campus to
community use through the YMCA. As a deep partner, the YMCA will have the right and ability to
reserve space almost anywhere on campus for community use. From the pool, to meeting
rooms, to computer labs, the YMCA will be able to facilitate community access.

By joining us in the project, the YMCA will become the wellness provider to the College and will
get a dependable and stable contract fee for those services. This is an essential piece of the
sustainability for the YMCA. By doing so, the College is making a conscious decision to utilize
our resources to provide a sustainable source of funding to the YMCA so that it can serve this
community. We are also working with the YMCA to achieve significant efficiencies and cost
savings by working together on the renovation and on a variety of shared services. By doing so
we are trying to serve the community where access is easy and where access is centered at the
heart of the community. We have been proud to be able to provide the space for COVID-19
testing all year and are proud now that the YMCA has begun regular programming in the building
while we finish up the construction and remodeling planning. We are excited to support and
underwrite the growth and development of the YMCA in the community.

The Board of Trustees is ready to assure long-term sustainability for the YMCA including
options that may include a long-term lease up to 30 years and even transferring permanent
ownership of the parts of the building used by the YMCA to the YMCA.
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Locating the Albion STEAM Academy
Albion College is invested in an elementary school returning to the Albion community so it may
continue on a path towards sustained economic and community development in support of its
citizens. To this end, we understand that the Marshall Public School is considering putting
forward a Bond in support of constructing a new elementary school in the City that would
replace the existing Harrington Elementary School.

Following the guidelines outlined in the report “School Design and Student Learning in the 21st
Century” by the American Architectural Foundation, the campus has put forward the Washington
Gardner site and subsequent planning process would allow the district to meet and exceed
those guidelines. In addition, and beyond its central location for all families of school-age
children in the City, we know that this location would offer many benefits for the school district.

1. Co-location to the College performing arts (theater, music, studio arts such as
fabrication, ceramics and sculpture, painting and drawing) providing a significant array of
immediate access enrichment opportunities for the students in the school district and
use opportunities for the school community;

2. Significant access to support programs related to after-school mentoring, tutoring,
nutrition, fitness, and wellness programs and the college students who staff and support
these initiatives;

3. Improved access for Marshall public school teachers to student-teachers in training and
faculty in the education department, and in subject areas to support professional
development opportunities;

4. Walking distance to the main Albion campus allowing the students to experience and
take advantage of a college-based elementary education;

5. Significant access to the College’s state-of-the-art STEAM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, Arts, and Math) facilities, faculty, and college students at Washington
Gardner and within walking distance of the main campus;

6. Significant opportunity for shared costs and collaborative fundraising with the College;
and

7. The site honors the significant history and relationship of the community with the
Washington Gardner site.

The Board of Trustees is ready to assure long-term sustainability for the Albion STEAM
Academy including deeding the land necessary for the school to the school district and
providing a long-term 30-year contract for any shared services.

Ultimately, we see this as an opportunity to fundamentally impact the learning outcomes for our
elementary school and college students. We can build another building anywhere in town, but do
we have an opportunity as described above that can create this school as a destination, a public
magnet of sorts, worthy of our children's aspirations and our parents’ expectations? A place
within our community where we people come together in the center of our city and provide the
programs, curriculum, and integrated support structure that provides a holistic educational
experience fostering deep connections between students, teachers, service providers, and the
college? For these reasons, we believe that this location would be ideal.

Embracing a New and Inclusive Urbanism

The College is working with developers, the Calhoun County Land Trust, the Albion Economic
Development Authority, Albion Redevelopment Authority, the City of Albion, Albion Community
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Foundation, and the Michigan Department of Transportation to advocate for a “New Urbanism”
in Albion. The Congress for New Urbanism defines this as a “planning and design strategy that
is based on the principles of how cities and towns had been built for the last several centuries:
walkable blocks and streets, housing and shopping in close proximity, and accessible public
spaces. In other words: New Urbanism focuses on human-scaled urban design.” This approach
is focused on “place-making” and attempts to reform zoning and street design to allow for a
high walkability index and the development of underutilized building types contributing to
diverse, mixed-income neighborhoods. We advocate for an approach where feasible that our
neighborhoods should be designed around a short and safe walk from center to edge.  It will be
these factors that will contribute to community vibrancy, economic growth, social equity, and
sustainable development for all of our residents and attract those who want to relocate here and
start families or businesses.

Retiring in Albion
Over the years the College has surveyed our alumni several times about the possibility of retiring
in Albion. Each time there we have had strong positive responses. When I learned this, I started
thinking about how we could add this to our emerging idea of a community campus. It seemed
to me that the open space to the North of Washington Gardner and where Union Steel was being
torn down would be ideal and so I started talking to folks about that vision. Later I partnered
with the Community Foundation to apply for a grant from the County Senior Millage to explore
senior housing options in the City. While the College has continued to partner with the Senior
Housing Commission established by the Community Foundation to explore options, we
maintain that locating a senior community in this spot is what is economically best for the
community. Its proximity to the amenities of the redeveloped Washington Gardner and the
College will enhance the desirability of the location. Its walkability to downtown which will soon
undergo a major investment that will bring new restaurants and shops back to Superior Street
will also be attractive.

We are prepared to partner with and perhaps even serve as the developer of such a community.
Thank you for your leadership in Albion and ongoing partnership with us. Again, I am happy to
answer any questions related to this plan. It is important to me that we work together towards
these plans for our city.

In service,

Dr. Mathew Johnson
President, Albion College
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New Elementary School: Neighborhood and Campus Context
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New Elementary School: Site Plan
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New Elementary School: View Looking North

Aerial view of project
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New Elementary School: View Looking South

Aerial view of project

New Elementary School

Page 11 of 12



4Albion College  |  Marshall Public Schools - New Elementary School  |  Concept Design  |  Apr 15, 2021  |  84360011

New Elementary School: Playground View Looking Southwest

Aerial view of project
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