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SENATE APPROPRIATIONS COMMITTEE:  Senate Rule 28.8 

  

SUBJECT: School facilities:  shade structures 

SOURCE: Los Angeles Unified School District  

DIGEST: This bill expands an existing exemption from accessible path-of-travel 

requirements under the California Building Standards Code (Building Code) for 

certain freestanding shade structures to also apply to shade structures that are 

integrated into playground equipment. 

ANALYSIS:  

Existing law: 

1) Defines “construction or alteration” for purposes of school facilities projects to 

include any construction, reconstruction, or alteration of, or addition to, any 

school building. 

2) Requires the Department of General Services (DGS) to pass upon and approve 

or reject all plans for the construction or, if the estimated cost exceeds 

$100,000, the alteration of any school building. 

3) Generally requires the governing board of each school and community college 

district, before adopting construction or alteration plans, to submit the plans to 

DGS for approval and pay all associated fees. 
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4) Requires construction projects over $209,208 (cost threshold) to provide “an 

accessible path of travel” from the building entrance to the project location. 

5) Specifies that an area that has been altered without providing an accessible path 

of travel to that area, and subsequent alterations of that area or a different area 

on the same path of travel are undertaken within three years of the original 

alteration, the total cost of alterations for the preceding three-year period shall 

be considered in determining whether the cost threshold has been met. 

6) Limits the cost of complying with the requirement to provide an accessible path 

of travel to a free-standing, open-sided shade structure project to 20% of the 

adjusted construction cost, as defined, of the shade structure project. 

This bill expands an existing exemption from accessible path-of-travel 

requirements under the Building Code for certain freestanding shade structures to 

also apply to integrated shade structures attached to playground equipment that are 

included on the Division of the State Architect’s (DSA’s) approved pre-check 

design list. 

Comments 

1) Need for the bill.  According to the author, “Spending time outside plays a vital 

role in supporting children’s overall health and academic achievement. Regular 

access to outdoor environments can reduce stress and inattentiveness while 

strengthening cognitive growth and emotional well-being. However, students in 

urban areas face greater exposure to extreme temperatures, which can 

undermine the benefits of outdoor play by increasing their vulnerability to heat-

related illnesses and diminishing their ability to focus and learn. Proper shading 

structures are essential to lower surrounding temperatures and protect children 

from dangerous heat. 

“We are proud to continue the important work SB 515 had started by expanding 

its provisions to include overheard playground structure shading, further 

empowering our schools to quickly and cost-effectively provide schoolyard 

shading that keeps our children cool while they play.” 

2) Plan review for construction projects.  The DSA reviews plans for public 

school construction and certain other state-funded building projects to ensure 

that plans, specifications, and construction comply with California’s building 

codes (Title 24 of the California Code of Regulations). The majority of DSA’s 

plan review and construction oversight focuses on new construction and 
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alteration projects for California school and community college districts. DSA’s 

plan review ensures the project’s compliance with code requirements related to:  

a) Structural safety, ensuring that facilities meet the high standards set in the 

Field Act to withstand an earthquake.  

b) Fire and life safety, addressing the safety of occupants in buildings, as 

related to fire resistive building materials, fire alarms, fire suppression 

equipment, safe occupant egress, and firefighting equipment access.  

c) Access compliance, ensuring that public schools and state-funded 

construction projects meet accessibility requirements for people with 

disabilities.  

d) Energy efficiency, including compliance with applicable California Green 

Building Standards Code requirements for sustainability. 

3) The Field Act.  All school facilities must be built in compliance with specified 

earthquake safety standards, commonly known as the “Field Act.”  The Field 

Act was enacted following a severe earthquake in Long Beach in 1933. The 

Field Act requires a comprehensive design specification and construction 

inspection process for K-12 public school educational facilities. Community 

college facilities may be constructed in accordance with either the Field Act or 

the Building Code.  

The Field Act requires the DSA (within DGS) to review the construction plans 

for school buildings and requires school districts to hire onsite construction 

inspectors to ensure compliance with the structural safety standards. School and 

community college construction contracts may only be awarded after DSA 

approval of the plans and specifications on which the contracts are based.   

4) State Architect’s pre-check approval process.  The DSA maintains a pre-check 

design list that includes over 25 “off the shelf” shade structures that schools and 

community colleges can install according to an expedited review and approval 

process. The pre-check approval process is intended to streamline DSA plan 

review by providing a procedure for approving the design of commonly used 

structures prior to the submittal of plans to DSA for construction projects. The 

pre-check approval process allows designers to incorporate designs for 

structures that have already been “pre-checked” by DSA into their plans for 

actual site-specific construction projects. 

5) Expanding SB 515’s exemption for shade structures.  SB 515 (Stern, Chapter 

489, Statutes of 2023) created a narrow exception to accessible path-of-travel 
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requirements under the Building Code for freestanding, open-sided shade 

structures included DSA’s pre-check design list. That measure was intended to 

reduce project costs and facilitate the installation of shade structures on school 

campuses in response to increasing concerns about extreme heat exposure for 

students during outdoor activity. 

Under the Building Code, alterations to existing school facilities that exceed a 

specified valuation threshold (currently $209,208) must also include the 

provision of an accessible path of travel to the area being altered. Smaller 

projects that fall below the valuation threshold are generally exempt from these 

requirements. However, if additional projects or repairs at the same campus 

within a three-year period cause the cumulative cost of alterations to exceed the 

threshold, the path-of-travel improvements may be required retroactively for the 

earlier project. According to the author, this framework may result in relatively 

small projects, such as playground shade structures, triggering broader 

accessibility upgrades if other campus work has occurred during the prior three 

years. 

This bill proposes to extend the exemption created by SB 515 to integrated 

shade structures attached to playground equipment, allowing these projects to 

remain subject to the 20% path-of-travel cap regardless of whether the valuation 

threshold would otherwise be exceeded. 

6) Balancing climate adaptation with accessibility improvements.  School districts 

and advocates increasingly view playground shade structures as an important 

strategy for protecting students from extreme heat during outdoor activity. For 

example, Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) reports that 

approximately 380 schools lack shade over play structures. With a $40 million 

budget dedicated to shade shelters, LAUSD estimates it can install structures at 

approximately 49 schools, prioritizing campuses using its Student Equity Need 

Index to target investments toward communities most vulnerable to extreme 

heat. According to LAUSD, reducing project costs associated with accessibility 

triggers allows available funding to reach a greater number of campuses. 

At the same time, accessible path-of-travel requirements serve an important 

policy purpose: ensuring that accessibility improvements are incorporated into 

existing school facilities over time as campuses undergo alterations. For 

students, staff, and visitors who use wheelchairs or have other mobility 

challenges, these incremental upgrades can determine whether new or improved 

spaces on campus are reachable. Expanding exemptions from these 

requirements may allow new amenities to be installed without triggering 
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broader accessibility improvements that might otherwise occur during facility 

upgrades. As the Committee considers expanding the exemption created by SB 

515, it may wish to weigh the benefits of facilitating additional shade 

installations against the potential for fewer accessibility improvements to be 

made on aging school campuses. 

FISCAL EFFECT: Appropriation: No Fiscal Com.: Yes Local: No 

SUPPORT: (Verified 4/16/26) 

Los Angeles Unified School District (source) 

OPPOSITION: (Verified 4/16/26) 

None received 

 

 

Prepared by: Ian Johnson / ED. / (916) 651-4105 

4/21/26 16:19:39 

****  END  **** 
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