
      
      

 

  

 

January 11, 2017 
  

Carter Scherff 
Chief Operations Officer,                                                                                                                                
Hays CISD 
21003 Interstate 35 
Kyle, Texas 78640     
   

Dear Carter Scherff, 

 
During the School Board meeting on Monday night, many questions and issues came up 
regarding the cost of facilities.  Often a Board Member or a community member referred to 
“Cost Per Square Foot”, and I am not sure that they truly understand what exactly they are 
referencing, nor did I.  The fact is, “Cost Per Square Foot” can mean several different things, and 
as you know, using it as a comparison tool is next to impossible.  Because of this I put together 
the following to better explain cost that you may want to share with your Board.  Also, I included 
some information on cost as it relates to efficient design.   

Cost per square foot is an average cost derived from many different variables and many 
different methods of calculations.  It is very easy to manipulate cost per square foot figures 
presented in marketing data, in interview presentations when making comparisons between 
schools and while preparing budgets. Cost per square foot comparisons between schools is 
rarely, if ever, an accurate measure with all the different variables included in the measure and 
different ways data is reported. 

When reviewing and making decisions based on cost per square foot, it is imperative to ensure 
that everyone is considering the same measure. Is the data reported Building Cost per Square 
Foot, which includes only the building construction cost, roughly 56% of the total budget?  A 
report showing Building Cost per Square Foot would be lower than a report measuring 
Construction Cost per Square Foot, which includes site development costs, fixed equipment 
and building construction cost. Both measures would be considerably lower than the Total Cost 
per Square Foot-- the Cost per Square Foot measure owners use, which includes all fees, 
furniture, fixed equipment, technology, miscellaneous costs, inflation, site development costs 
and building construction costs -- 100% of the budget. To ensure you are making an informed 
decision when comparing cost per square foot it is essential to understand all the variables in 
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the individual costs that drive the Total Cost per Square Foot and how it impacts the data and 
the quality of the final product. 

The first step in determining a budget is understanding the district’s vision for education and 
delivering a building that reflects that vision. The Total Cost per Square Foot will vary depending 
on the type of school, the grades served, the number of students, special programs required, 
design criteria, district standards, site conditions, utilities, building codes and when the building 
will be built. 

District Standards influence decisions that affect cost per square foot vs. cost over the lifetime 
of the building. For example, a district chooses a hard durable surface such as plastic 
laminate wall panels with a $7-$9 cost per square foot for its school’s corridors.  Since the 
plastic laminate require minimal maintenance, the district lowers the total cost over the life of 
the building, while increasing the quality of the building. Another district that chooses painted 
drywall reports a lower cost per square foot. However, the corridor must be patched and 
painted every couple of years costing $1-2/square foot each time. That district will have a 
much higher total cost over the life of the building and the quality of the building will be much 
lower.   

The level of technology, furniture and equipment and the way it is reported can also 
manipulate cost per square foot.  Items such as playground equipment and technology may 
or may not be included in the scope of work when a project is sent out for bid. However, 
when included can have dramatic differences in cost. As an example, technology for two 
similar elementary schools in two North Texas school districts varied from less than $50,000 to 
more than $875,000, or $1/sf to $12/sf! 

How efficiently a school is designed is another key variable that must be understood and can 
be misleading when making decisions based on cost per square foot. An inefficient design can 
decrease cost per square foot by increasing inexpensive and unnecessary space. Although 
the initial cost per square foot is lower, the cost over the lifetime of the building is considerably 
higher because the district still must pay to heat, cool and maintain the additional space with 
no added value.  I learned early on in my career that there is no more expensive space than 
wasted space. 
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In general, it is dangerous to make decisions based on cost per square foot without a clear 
understanding of the variables that contribute to that number.  Following are some highlights of 
how cost per foot numbers are calculated, and how efficient design impact overall cost. 

Cost of construction divided by the total square footage of the facility (Cost/SF) is 
one of the most commonly used measures in school design and almost always 
misunderstood. It is a subject often brought up during interviews, while preparing budgets 
and used as a comparison between schools. Rarely is such a comparison apples-to-apples. 
There are many variables and not everyone calculates the ratio in the same way.  Place the 
same school on two different sites in the same district and the Cost/SF may be quite different.  
The different ways Cost/SF can be reported are: 

 TOTAL COST / SF 
 Construction Cost / SF 
 Building Cost / SF 

 

 

Let’s use the 2015 Bond budget for New Braunfels Voss Farms Elementary as an 
example: 

Total Cost/SF = the total projected cost of $26,000,091 divided by the projected square footage 
of 93,151, OR $279/SF. This number included all fees, furniture, fixed equipment, technology, 
misc. costs, inflation, site development costs and the building construction costs. 

Construction Cost/SF = the total construction cost of $22,400,091 divided by the 
projected square footage of 93,151, OR $240/SF. This number includes site development 
costs, fixed equipment, and the building construction cost. 

Building Cost/SF = the total building construction cost of $14,532,408 divided by the 
projected square footage of 89,593, OR $156/SF. This number only includes the building 
construction cost roughly only 56% of the total budget. This does not include site work, 
paving, equipment, furnishings, etc 
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In many instances as the district has discussed the cost for a facility, they have been 
referring to the Total Cost, or the all in cost for a project.  Rarely are cost referred to as 
building cost, as you must remove the site work, furnishings & equipment, and fees.  When 
the state comptroller several years ago tried to do a cost comparison of facilities, to get as 
good a comparison as possible, she used building cost, or the lowest cost that could be 
reported for a facility. 

The Efficiency of the Design 

Beyond those questions, it is important to factor in the efficiency of a school’s design when 
calculating Cost/SF. The challenge is to meet all educational requirements within the minimum 
square footage. When a design is inefficient, the Cost/SF can be decreased.  Increasing what 
is considered inexpensive space will dilute your Cost/SF. 

AS AN EXAMPLE, LET’S COMPARE ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS WITH THE SAME EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM. 
ONE HAD CORRIDOR SPACE OF 16% WHILE THE OTHER HAD 23%: 

16% Elementary – 92,000sf 23% Elementary – 98,440sf 

 

Educational Areas  

77,280 @ avg of $230/SF = $17,774,400     

 

CORRIDOR/CIRCULATION  

14,720 @avg $125/SF = $1,840,000   

 

TOTAL                                $19,614,400   

 

$19,614,400 / 92,000 = $213/SF  
 

Educational Areas 

77,280 @ avg of $230/SF= $17,774,400 

 

CORRIDORS/CIRCULATION 

21,160 @ avg $125/SF=$2,645.000 

 

TOTAL                       $ 20,419,400 

$805,000 Higher Cost 

$20,419,400 / 98,440= $207/SF 



January 11, 2017 
 
Page 5 of 5  

 

  

 

If you only compared the cost per square foot, the architect that delivered the better value would 
appear to be the school on the right.  Due to inefficiencies in design, that district paid over $800k 
more for the same school.  As well, the district will need to heat, cool, and maintain the extra 
square footage for the life of the building with no added value.      

If an inefficient school must meet a fixed budget, the savings must be value engineered from 
materials used in the building. The more efficient design can retain better materials and, there- 
fore, better value. Yet when comparing Cost/SF, the inefficient design looks better. 

I hope this helps.  As always, if you should have any questions, please don’t hesitate to call. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Thomas R. Oehler, AIA, LEED AP 
Senior Principal 
Phone: (512) 867-6100  
Fax:  (512) 867-6101  
Tom.Oehler@stantec.com 

 


