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Overview: 21st Century and INSPIRE 
 
The 21st Century School Buildings Program 
The 21st Century School Buildings Program will support excellence in teaching and learning with flexible 
and adaptable space, learning areas designed for interaction and collaboration, and technology-
equipped classrooms, enabling students to meet today's—and tomorrow's—high standards, and will 
provide communities with a shared public resource that will enrich their neighborhoods. Baltimore City 
will benefit from this historic effort to provide the healthy, safe, efficient, and modern school buildings 
all children deserve. As a result, students in Baltimore City Public Schools will benefit from: 

• Replaced or renovated school buildings across the city; 
• School environments that support teaching and learning to prepare students for college and 

career success; 
• Schools that become hubs of resources supporting entire communities; 
• Modern, efficient, and inspiring educational facilities that also provide recreation and 

community use; and 
• Partnerships that encourage businesses and neighborhood residents to connect with their 

local schools. 
 
INSPIRE Mission and Objectives 
Each modernized 21st Century school represents tens of millions of dollars of public investment into the 
neighborhood it serves. To leverage this investment, the Department of Planning (DOP) launched the 
INSPIRE program, which stands for Investing in Neighborhoods and Schools to Promote Improvement, 
Revitalization, and Excellence. This planning program focuses on the neighborhoods surrounding each of 
the schools, specifically the quarter-mile around the schools.  
 
INSPIRE focuses on the quarter-mile area surrounding each 21st Century school in order to build from 
the school investment. In the John Ruhrah plan, DOP looks at the half-mile around the school.  Plans 
include recommendations for improvements that affect residents’ quality of life.  

• Immediate City investments make streetscape improvements (better sidewalks, crosswalks, 
street streets, etc.) on “primary walking routes” to help ensure that there is safer pedestrian 
access to the school.  

• Plan recommendations are organized into goals related to the housing market and 
development; safety; sustainability and sanitation; health, wellness, and recreation; and 
transportation.  
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Recommendation Development and Overview 
 
Between September 2017 and April 2019, Department of Planning (DOP) Staff worked with members of 
the school and the neighborhood community to better understand their neighborhood experiences, 
concerns, and needs. Through a series of community engagement activities, the area stakeholders have 
helped inform the draft recommendations presented here. John Ruhrah Elementary/Middle School’s 
community school coordinator and parents have developed a strong and productive relationship, 
especially through the Parent Teacher Organization (PTO). For that reason, INSPIRE engaged often with 
the PTO. The team also worked closely with Southeast Community Development Corporation (SECDC), 
the local community development corporation, and the Greater Greektown Neighborhood Alliance 
(GGNA), the neighborhood association.  
 
The following are highlights of the process: 

• 21st Century Parent focus groups. Baltimore City Public School System’s (BCPSS) 21st Century 
Schools staff conducted parent focus groups to get input about the design of the new school. 
There was one focus group for each of the native languages of the parents: English, Spanish, 
Greek, and Arabic. DOP staff worked with BCPSS’s 21st Century Program to include questions on 
the questionnaires about the neighborhoods, including transportation access, sanitation, food 
access, and recreation. 

• GGNA Kick-off INSPIRE meeting (February 2018): Community residents identified strengths, 
weaknesses, and opportunities. 

• John Ruhrah PTO meeting (January 2018): Parents identified strengths, weaknesses, and 
opportunities. 

• Community walks (spring 2018): Several community walks were organized to gain first-hand 
knowledge of community concerns. Community residents, parents, students, and several City 
agencies, including the Department of Transportation (DOT), participated.  

• INSPIRE surveys: DOP staff administered surveys to community residents and parents to collect 
information about topics such as transportation access, safety, sanitation, recreation, and 
neighborhood amenities. 

• School leadership meetings: DOP staff met with the school principal and community school 
coordinator, to hear about specific issues and concerns of the students and parents.  

• Business canvassing (spring 2019): DOP and Baltimore Development Corporation (BDC) staff 
canvassed the businesses along Eastern Avenue in Greektown in the catchment area of the 
INSPIRE plan. The purpose was to evaluate the façade and general appearance of the retail 
businesses in the area, and to inform the business representatives of the INSPIRE process, as 
well as to identify opportunities for BDC grants.  

• Draft recommendation presentation (spring 2019): DOP staff presented to the PTO and GGNA 
draft recommendations that resulted from the year-long input gathering activities. 

• DOT meetings: DOP staff met with DOT to discuss transportation access issues, including street 
improvements, parking and congestion issues, and additional traffic signs needed.  
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Next Steps 
Through the rest of 2019, DOP staff will present the recommendation report to community residents; 
school parents, students, and teachers; and City agencies for feedback. DOP will use the feedback to 
prepare the final plan, which will include commitments from City agencies, an implementation table, 
and additional information, including relevant city-wide initiatives, other agency efforts, and existing 
plans for the area. The final plan will be presented to the Planning Commission for adoption in 
winter/spring 2020.  
 
  



6 
 

INSPIRE Area Map 
 
John Ruhrah Elementary/Middle School (EMS) No.228 is located on a 5-acre parcel at 701 Rappolla 
Street in Greektown. The site is bordered by Foster Avenue to the North, Fait Avenue to the South, 
Rappolla Street on the east, and Tolna Street on the west. The quarter-mile INSPIRE area around the 
school includes the neighborhood of Greektown and part of the Johns Hopkins Bayview Medical campus 
to the north, and the Pulaski Industrial area to the south.  
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Preparing for School Opening Day: Primary Walking Routes and Improvements 
 
The map below identifies the primary routes leading to the school. The Department of Planning used 
BCPSS student/school zone data, and worked with community members, the Parent Teacher 
Organization, school staff, and the Department of Transportation to identify the primary routes that 
students use to get to and from school. These routes were identified as Oldham Avenue, Foster Avenue, 
Fait Avenue, Tolna Street, Rappolla Street and Eastern Avenue.  
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Ensuring that students and other community members have safe and attractive pedestrian access to the 
school is critical to strengthening the connection between the school and community. Therefore, one 
part of each INSPIRE plan is a focus on the blocks that have been designated as the primary walking 
routes. See page 7 for the primary routes map.  
 
These blocks are being prioritized for consistent streetscape improvements that will occur prior to each 
21st Century school reopening. They have also been designated as Safe Routes to School routes, and will 
be marked with the City’s Safe Routes to School wayfinding footprints.  
 
Through commitments from many City agencies, these key improvements will be made along the 
primary walking routes: 

• Bringing sidewalks up to a safe and standard condition 
• Repainting or adding crosswalks 
• Assessing crossing guard deployment 
• Pruning and planting street trees  
• Boarding open vacant buildings 
• Picking up trash and maintaining vacant lots  

 
The recommendations presented in the remainder of this report are in addition to those that address 
the issues listed above. 
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INVEST IN HOUSING AND MARKET-STRENGTHENING 
DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES 
Build on the strong homeownership base in Greektown and build on confidence 
in the neighborhood 
 
 

Target Homeownership Opportunities and Improve Homes 
1. Market homeownership opportunities and prepare residents to become homeowners. 
All of Greektown has recently been added as a Healthy Neighborhoods target neighborhood through 
Healthy Neighborhoods, Inc. (HNI). This means that every home in the Greektown community may be 
eligible for a range of incentives including purchase, rehab, and home improvement loans as well as 
block project grants (see grant area map here: http://www.southeastcdc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/03/Greektown_HNI_Map-2019.pdf). HNI, Southeast CDC, Live Baltimore, and 
Johns Hopkins Bayview (Hopkins) should use the school modernization as an opportunity to market the 
community. Hopkins should promote the school, and focus on Greektown as part of a targeted effort for 
their Live Near Your Work home purchase program. Southeast CDC also has a robust bilingual housing 
counseling program that will complement the efforts and prepare future homeowners. 
 
2. Promote homeownership assistance programs to help current and new owners maintain and 
improve their homes. 
Many residential blocks in Greektown near the school have a significant number of homeowners. 
Maintaining these blocks, and keeping the homeowners, is critical to building confidence and stability in 
the neighborhood. Programs run by the City and non-profits that can help homeowners maintain their 
properties should be promoted within the plan area.  

• Baltimore City’s Housing and Community Development Department (HCD’s) Green, Healthy, and 
Sustainable Homes division offers assistance including rehabilitation services (loans and grants), 
home improvement incentives, homeownership incentives, lead hazard reduction, and energy 
conservation incentives.  

• HCD’s Baltimore Energy Challenge educates homeowners about lowering energy bills. 
• Southeast CDC should increase the first-time home buyer assistance programs to include more 

residents from Greektown, especially the Hispanic/Latino residents. 
 
3. Trusted area organizations should connect homeowners with legal assistance to ensure they have 
a will to protect themselves, their homes, and the neighborhood.  
A home is often someone’s greatest asset. Protecting that asset and having a legal document to assign 
where and to whom it will go in the event of the owner’s death is a critical step that many homeowners 
do not take. In addition to working with residents to ensure they have clean title to their property, the 
area’s community organizations should coordinate a campaign to help homeowners develop a life estate 
deed along with a will. Without one, when an owner passes away, the property is stuck in a “legal 

file://plan-file-srv/planning/03Comprehensive_Planning/Other%20Policy%20Areas/Schools/INSPIRE/Individual%20School%20Folders/John%20Ruhrah/Rec%20Report/(see%20grant%20area%20map%20here:%20http:/www.southeastcdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Greektown_HNI_Map-2019.pdf).
file://plan-file-srv/planning/03Comprehensive_Planning/Other%20Policy%20Areas/Schools/INSPIRE/Individual%20School%20Folders/John%20Ruhrah/Rec%20Report/(see%20grant%20area%20map%20here:%20http:/www.southeastcdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Greektown_HNI_Map-2019.pdf).
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limbo” and it often remains vacant for years or decades. One resource is the “My Home, My Deed, My 
Legacy” initiative recently launched by Maryland Volunteer Lawyers Service (MVLS), the Maryland 
Department of Housing and Community Development, and Baltimore HCD. Residents can sign up for 
assistance at clinics occurring throughout 2019, and organizations can request information for 
community meetings and events.  
 
 

Enhance Code Enforcement 
4. Neighborhood organizations and residents should develop an ongoing partnership with HCD to 
clean-up the blocks in the INSPIRE area, especially Rappolla and Savage Streets directly north of the 
school.  
HCD’s Code Enforcement division should develop a proactive rotating inspection schedule for around 
the school and the blocks with the highest occurrence of sanitation violations, to ensure consistent 
enforcement of regulations. To complement increased City sanitation enforcement, the community 
should continue and expand their own efforts to address the concerns in their neighborhoods. The 
schools, neighborhood organizations, and block captains could request more resources from Bmore 
Beautiful to educate residents about rat abatement, litter, and proper storage of trash and recycling. 
Bmore Beautiful is a City-led, peer-to-peer beautification program. 
 
 

Promote Strategic Redevelopment Opportunities and Encourage Business 
Partnerships with the Community 
5. Encourage commercial businesses along Eastern Avenue to improve their sites and create more 
welcoming spaces.  
There are a multitude of small businesses located on Eastern Avenue in Greektown that serve residents 
of the nearby community. These include small restaurants and catering venues, bakeries, barber shops, 
and family-owned grocery stores. Some of the buildings’ facades are outdated and in need of more 
modern signs and window displays to attract more customers and provide a more welcoming pedestrian 
environment. BDC should work with these businesses to provide façade improvement incentives.  
 
6. BDC should connect Hispanic/Latino-owned small businesses along the corridor to support 
services. 
Eastern Avenue is the hub for many new and old businesses representative of the Greek community. 
Over the past few years, with the increase of Hispanic/Latino residents, Hispanic/Latino-owned business 
have increased in number along the corridor as well. However, due to language barriers, and distrust in 
government, many of the store owners lack access to the resources available to help their business 
development. BDC should provide language specific technical assistance to connect entrepreneurs with 
government resources, financial institutions, and other resources.  
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7. Encourage community input in the redevelopment of the Crown Cork and Seal Property. 
The former Crown Cork and Seal Complex (4401 Eastern Avenue) borders the Greektown community to 
the west. It is a 17-acre complex containing 1.4 million square feet of structures built between 1905 and 
1940. The complex currently houses a few small manufacturing studios and businesses such as a wood 
and metal shops, a coffee roaster, and a marble countertop manufacturer. However, most of the 
complex is vacant. The recent change in zoning from industrial to commercial (C-2) use opens up the 
possibility of mixed-used redevelopment, including residential, office, and retail space. A prospective 
owner/developer has already met informally with a few community stakeholders. The Greater 
Greektown Neighborhood Association should reach out to the developer to learn about the proposed 
development plan and provide input. 
 
8. The PEMCO-Yard 56 development team should continue to update residents on the progress of 
the project. 
The redevelopment of the former PEMCO factory site at 5606 Eastern Avenue, across from the Johns 
Hopkins Bayview Medical Center is underway. The developer, MCB Real Estate plans to develop the 20-
acre former industrial site into a mixed-use project, including office, retail and residential space, and a 
hotel. The first phase, includes an LA Fitness gym, followed by a grocery store. GGNA should continue to 
request from the developer project progress updates to make sure that the pedestrian connection 
between the development and the Greektown community is implemented according to the plan.  
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IMPROVE SAFETY 
Create a positive and safe environment for current and future residents 
 
 

Continue to work with the Southeastern Police District 
9. Develop a community-driven strategy to address crime and drug addiction. 
Residents are concerned about drug dealing in some of the houses in the residential area. There is also 
concern about crime committed by the homeless people who live in the wooded area just north of 
Eastern Avenue, between South Kresson Street and the railroad tracks. Representatives of the 
Southeastern Police district, including community liaisons, police officers and commanders, often attend 
the Greater Greektown Neighborhood Association’s meetings to provide updates on neighborhood 
crime and tips on how to reduce crime risk. Building on the Southeastern Police district’s relationship 
with organizations and residents, one of the local organizations should convene the police, the 
Baltimore City Health Department, the community organizations, residents, and school community to 
develop strategies to prevent and reduce crime, and address drug addiction among the homeless 
population.   
 
10. GGNA should continue to work with the Liquor Board Inspectors, and explore other ways to 
address health and noise concerns around alcohol-selling establishments. 
Many new small restaurants and bars have opened on Eastern Avenue in Greektown in recent years. 
Even though these establishments are located along the commercial corridor, they are also adjacent to 
residential housing. Residents have complained of loud noises and other disturbances by the patrons of 
commercial establishments, especially late at night around closing times. The GGNA should continue to 
work with the Liquor Board inspectors and the BCPD to minimize the negative impact on the 
neighboring residents. They could also explore creating an MOU with problematic liquor establishments 
when it is time to renew the liquor license.  
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CREATE CONNECTIVITY AND ACCESS 
Improve connections throughout the neighborhood and between the school and 
the major assets in the area 
 
 

Improve Walkability, Pedestrian Safety, and Access in the Neighborhood 
11. DOT should explore and implement appropriate traffic calming mechanisms to slow traffic on 
Ponca Street and Oldham Street between Eastern Avenue and O’Donnell Street.  
Ponca Street is a major through route in southeast Baltimore, as well as a city-designated truck route. 
The section between Eastern Avenue and O’Donnell Street however is not part of the truck route, and 
this leads to confusion about where trucks belong. Oldham Street, parallel to Ponca, is mainly 
residential, but cars and trucks speed on both streets, posing a hazard to students who use Ponca to 
travel to and from school. Students and residents report high speed traffic as a critical safety issue. This 
is backed-up by vehicle crash data that shows 210 crashes in the half-mile radius of the school in 2018.  
 
12. Implement Complete Streets on Eastern Avenue to improve transportation for all users. 
Complete Streets are streets for everyone. They are designed and operated to enable safe access for all 
users including pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists, and transit riders of all ages and abilities. Eastern 
Avenue is a major east-west corridor and it heavily favors car use over others. Eastern Avenue is also a 
primary walking route for the schools and many children must cross it. It is an ideal candidate for a 
Complete Streets intervention to improve the quality of life for residents, students, and businesses. 
SECDC, GGNA, and the John Ruhrah PTO should work with DOT and DOP to determine feasibility. 
 
13. Beautify and improve the safety for the pedestrian connections at the major intersections on 
Eastern Avenue (Oldham Street, Ponca Street, Quail Street, and Bayview Boulevard). 
Eastern Avenue separates the Greektown and Bayview neighborhoods, and it separates families living 
north of the avenue from the school. Pedestrian safety is important, especially through Greektown, 
where Eastern Avenue is very wide. GGNA is already working on installing public art on the north side of 
Eastern Avenue to welcome people to the community and calm traffic. Building on GGNA projects 
underway, GGNA, SECDC, and John Ruhrah PTO should identify and develop other public art and/or 
placemaking opportunities to create neighborhood identifiers to help with calming traffic. There are 
many other opportunities to improve safety.  

• DOT should assess the pedestrian signals to ensure a sufficient time to cross. 
• DOT should evaluate the need for 4-way stop signs at Oldham and Foster, Fait and Ponca, 

Savage and Foster. 
• DOT should install bump-outs and pedestrian refuges to assist with shortening the crossing 

distance.  
• DOT should create wider crosswalks and explore options of different materials to improve 

visibility. 
• DOT should create consistent landscaping on all four sides of each intersection. 
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• DOT and BDC should create a consistent streetscape furniture look by installing new shelters, 
benches, and trash cans at the area bus stops.  

 
14. Work with the Maryland Transportation Authority (MDTA) to improve the overpasses in 
Greektown.  
The bridges over Interstate 895 – on Eastern, Fleet, Foster, and Fait Avenues – are primary walking 
routes to and from school and neighborhood connectors. Improvements to the bridges, including 
upgrading the fences, are necessary to improve pedestrian safety. Because of the important role the 
bridges play in the neighborhood, residents are also interested in beautification. Currently however, 
MDTA does not allow art or murals on their bridges. DOT, DOP, and community residents should 
continue to advocate for the need for pedestrian safety and beautification improvements on the 
bridges.  
 
15. Increase safety of students walking to school through education and partnerships.  
Measures should be taken to ensure safety for children walking to and from school. The community 
school coordinator and the PTO should pursue opportunities for education to ensure safety. Strategies 
could include 

• Participating in the Safety City education program in Druid Hill Park. The Department of 
Transportation’s Safety City teaches students how to cross a street and ride a bike safely.  

• Exploring models and opportunities for walking school buses (a group of children walking with 
one or more adults), bicycle trains (a group of children biking with adults), and block captain 
programs. 

 
16. Explore ways to accommodate safe bicycle travel to school and in the neighborhood.  
Students who want to bike to school should have a safe, easy way to do so. In addition to assessing 
opportunities along the school perimeter and primary walking routes, residents, students, and school 
staff should look at the Baltimore City Bike Master Plan to identify other possible methods to make 
biking safer around the school and in the community. Secure bicycle racks at the school and nearby 
community facilities will make it more likely people will bike as well. 
 
17. Improve lighting around the school.  
The parents have raised concerns about insufficient lighting on the streets around the school, precisely 
on Foster, Rappolla, Tolna and Fait. This is necessary especially during fall and winter months to make 
walking to/from school safer. DOT should assess the need for adding more pedestrian lights. 
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CREATE OPPORTUNITIES FOR HEALTH AND WELLNESS 
Provide better access to healthy foods, expand recreational and community 
activities and services, and increase community cohesion 
 

Continue Community Engagement to Improve Social Connections and Use of 

Recreational Opportunities 
18. Expand and Improve the Lehigh Playground 
The Lehigh Playground, situated at 4500 Gough Street, is a very small (0.05-acre) neighborhood 
playground operated by Baltimore City Recreation and Parks Department (BCRP). The new Oldham 
Crossing townhouse project extends to the north and northeast of the playground at the intersection of 
Lehigh and Gough streets. Giving back to the community, the developer has agreed to donate land from 
their property to be added to the playground, thus doubling its size. BCRP should conduct a community 
visioning process to get residents’ input on improving the playground. 
 
 
 

 

  

Community-Selected Priority Project: Umbra Street Park Placemaking Project 
Community members identified the need for safer pedestrian access to the school for children and 
others, and improved recreation and green spaces. Improvements to the Umbra Street Park presents 
an opportunity to directly address these desires. Umbra Street Park is a two-acre green space at the 
eastern edge of Greektown, managed by the Department of Transportation. The park is bounded by 
Umbra Street and a large, two-story wall separating the neighborhood from I-95 and the mixed-use 
Yard 56 development.  
 
Improvements to the park may include  

• Creating a landscaped pedestrian entrance that is accessible to people with disabilities, in 
coordination with the Yard 56 development. 

• Maintaining existing landscaping. 
• Upgrading pedestrian lighting with LED efficient poles. 
• Installing ADA-accessible pathways and benches. 
• Creating a mural along the highway dividing wall, approximately 7,200 sq feet.  

 
Project partners include the Baltimore City Department of Planning, Baltimore City Department of 
Transportation, Baltimore Office for Promotion & the Arts, the Southeast Community Development 
Corporation, Greater Greektown Neighborhood Alliance, the Community School Office and Parent 
Teachers Organization at John Ruhrah, and MCB Real Estate LLC (the Yard 56 developer). 



16 
 

CREATE AN ENVIRONMENTALLY-SUSTAINABLE 
NEIGHBORHOOD 
Improve the natural environment 
 

Create a Clean and Green Community 
19. Develop and implement an educational campaign and a dog-waste bag dispenser program to 
address the problem of dog owners not picking up after their pets.  
Dog owners often do not pick up after their dogs, creating both a nuisance and a health hazard. Dog bag 
dispenser locations and trashcans should be identified in partnership with the John Ruhrah PTO, GGNA, 
and DPW.  
 
20. DOP and the community should work together to advocate to the property owner of the vacant 
green space along Hudson Street –  between Umbra and Tolna – to make improvements and create 
useable greenspace that is a community amenity.  
Accessible and open green space is scarce in Greektown. The vacant green space along Hudson Street 
serves as buffer between the community, an active rail line, and Interstate 95. The community has 
expressed concerns about safety at this location, particularly the lack of fencing along the rail road lines. 
This is one of only two sites that creates an opportunity for green space expansion near the school. 
 
21. Continue to foster relationships between residents, businesses, and school families, by creating 
positive, multilingual signs throughout the neighborhood.  
The City and the John Ruhrah PTO, GGNA, and SECDC should collaborate to develop community signs 
that celebrate and promote the diversity of the neighborhood. Types of signs could range from those 
that artistically honor the area’s history and diversity to those that encourage positive use of public 
spaces. 
 
22. John Ruhrah is a “Green School,” as designated by the Baltimore City Office of Sustainability, and 
should continue to build off their success and work towards having the school certified as a 
Sustainable Maryland Association for Environmental and Outdoor Education (MAEOE) Green School. 
John Ruhrah should continue to Leverage the Office of Sustainability’s Green, Healthy, Smart challenge 
grants to obtain local and regional funding for school-level sustainability initiatives. The Maryland Green 
School Awards Program is a nationally recognized program of MAEOE, allowing schools and 
communities to evaluate their efforts in environmental sustainability. Schools that participate in the 
program empower youth to lead the charge in reducing environmental impact, promoting 
environmental literacy, best practices, and encouraging community-wide sustainability efforts. There 
are ample opportunities for the school and students to adopt sustainability practices both inside and 
outside of the school.  
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23. Maintain healthy trees and increase the tree canopy.  
Adding street trees is challenging due to very narrow sidewalks throughout the neighborhood. Where 
possible, Tree Baltimore should assess opportunities to add new street trees in addition to the plantings 
undertaken by Blue Water Baltimore. 
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