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ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA 
 

 
 
 
 
 
DATE:  October 25, 2010 
 
SUBJECT: U-3269-10-1 USE PERMIT for a freestanding electronic building identification sign 
for Thomas Jefferson Middle School and Community Center, located at 125 South Old Glebe 
Road (RPC: 24-011-037, -058). 
 
Applicant: 
Arlington Public Schools 
2770 S. Taylor Street 
Arlington, Virginia  22206 
 
C. M. RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 

1. Consent to the use of property owned by the Arlington County Board for the 
placement of the proposed sign.   

 2. Approve the use permit for a freestanding electronic building identification sign, 
subject to the conditions of the staff report. 

 
ISSUES:  This is a request for a freestanding building identification sign with an electronic 
message center for Thomas Jefferson Middle School and Community Center.  The sign does not 
conform to the Zoning Ordinance, which generally prohibits electronic signs, and which does not 
permit signs closer than fifteen feet from the right-of-way..   
 
SUMMARY:  This is a request for a freestanding building identification sign with an electronic 
message area for the Thomas Jefferson Middle School and Community Center.  It will replace an 
existing, larger sign at the site.  The sign complies with the zoning ordinance with regard to size, 
but does not conform to the zoning ordinance as the zoning ordinance prohibits electronic signs.  
The sign also does not comply with the zoning ordinance with regard to distance from the right-
of-way.  However, the sign will be placed in the same location as the older, larger sign.  With 
regards to the proposed electronic message area, staff believes that, with appropriate conditions, 
the use of an electronic message center will be functionally equivalent to a changeable copy sign 
where each letter must be changed by hand, and will not constitute a detriment to adjacent 
properties and will not endanger vehicular traffic nor pedestrian safety or create more visual 

County Board Agenda Item  
Meeting of November 13, 2010 

 

19.



 

U-3269-10-1 
TJ Sign 2 
PLA-5722 

clutter than would any other type of signs.  Moreover, such a sign is easier for the applicant to 
use than the changeable letter signs.  Therefore, staff recommends approval of the use permit for 
a freestanding building identification sign with an electronic message center, subject to the 
conditions of the staff report. 
 
BACKGROUND:  The subject property is a school and community center, jointly used by the 
County Board and Arlington Public Schools.  The sign will be used for both the school and 
community center, but will be located on property owned by the County Board.     
 
The following provides more information about the site: 
 

Site:  The site is approximately 26 acres and occupies almost the entire block between South 
Old Glebe Road, 2nd Street South, South Irving Street, and Arlington Boulevard.  The site 
consists of a school and community center, constructed in 1972.  The sign, however, will be 
placed on the extreme southwest of the site, on a portion of property owned by the County 
Board.       
 

Zoning:  The site is zoned “S-3A” Special Districts. 
 
Land Use:  The subject site is designated on the General Land Use Plan (GLUP) as “Public”.   
 
Neighborhood:  The site is located within the Arlington Heights Civic Association boundary.  
The Civic Association has submitted a letter of support for the request.   

 
DISCUSSION:  The applicant proposes a freestanding monument-style building identification 
sign with permanent text that will state “Thomas Jefferson Middle School” and have arrows 
pointing traffic and pedestrians to the “School and Theater” and “Community Center”.  In the 
middle of the sign will be what is known as an “electronic message center”.  It is essentially a 
changeable-copy sign where the copy may be changed remotely by a keyboard, rather than 
having individual plastic letters that must be changed by hand.  The total sign area is 24 square 
feet, but the area devoted to the electronic message center is only seven (7) square feet.  The sign 
will be placed on a brick base 3.25 feet tall.  It will be located at the northeast corner of South 
Old Glebe Road and 2nd Street South, on a portion of property owned by the County Board, 
which is why the County Board needs to consent to the location of the sign.     
 
The proposed sign does not conform to the Zoning Ordinance as the Ordinance does not permit 
electronic signs.  However, electronic signs have been approved in the past by the County Board.  
The applicant agrees to limit the frequency of the message changes.  It will only be seven (7) 
square feet, and the applicant agrees that the copy shall not change more than once every 24 

To the north: Single-family homes and duplexes along Arlington 
Boulevard zoned “R-6”. 

To the south Across 2nd Street South, a vehicle service establishment 
zoned “C-2” and a mixed-use apartment tower zoned 
“C-3”.   

To the east: Across South Irving Street, single-family homes zoned 
“R-6”.   

To the west: Across South Old Glebe Rd., garden condominiums 
zoned “RA8-18” and duplexes zoned “R2-7”.   



 

U-3269-10-1 
TJ Sign 3 
PLA-5722 

hours.  The applicant agrees that the sign will not scroll, flash or have video.  In addition, as is 
the practice with rooftop signs, the applicant agrees that if, in the opinion of the County Manager 
the sign’s brightness has an adverse effect on the surrounding area, the brightness will be 
reduced.  In electronic signs, the brightness can be controlled by the same equipment that 
controls the copy.   
 
The Zoning Ordinance requires any freestanding signs in residential or “S-3A” zoning districts to 
be a minimum of 15 feet from the public right-of-way.  However, the proposed sign will be 
located only eight feet from the right of way.  It will, however, be placed in the same general 
location as, and will be lower than, the existing brick freestanding sign and will not be an 
impediment to pedestrian movement and safety, nor will it obstruct views for cars making left 
turns from Old Glebe Road to 2nd Street South, nor cars making a right turn from Second Street 
North to Old Glebe Road.    
 
The proposed sign is detailed in the chart below: 
 
Sign Type 
(Quantity) 

Dimensions Sign 
Area 

Materials and Color Location 

Proposed 
identification sign 
(1)  

5.25 feet 
wide X 4.25 
feet tall, on 
a 3.25 foot 
brick base.   

24 Brick base, aluminum box 
with  black text on light 
blue-green background  

Freestanding monument; At the 
corner of South Old Glebe Rd. 
and 2nd St. S., approx 8-10 feet 
from ROW.   

Total sign area proposed 24 s.f. 
 
CONCLUSION:  The proposed freestanding sign complies with the Zoning Ordinance except 
for the electronic portion of the sign, and the placement of the sign.  However, the proposed sign 
will be placed in the same location as the existing sign.  It will also be smaller than the existing 
sign and will not have a detrimental impact on either traffic or pedestrian safety beyond what a 
permitted sign would have.  The applicant also agrees to conditions such that the portion of the 
sign that is electronic will not scroll, flash or have video and will not change more than once 
every 24 hours.  Therefore, the electronic sign should have no adverse impact on the surrounding 
neighborhood nor constitute a hazard to vehicular traffic, beyond what a traditional sign would 
have.  Therefore, staff recommends that the County Board consent to the use of County Board-
owned property and approve a use permit for the proposed freestanding monument sign with an 
electronic message center, subject to the following conditions: 
 
Proposed conditions: 
 
1. The applicant agrees that the freestanding monument sign for the Thomas Jefferson 

Middle School and Community Center shall be consistent with the sign as shown in 
the chart in the Board report as to size, location, materials and design, and with the 
exhibits attached to the report entitled “Attachment 1” and dated October 21, 2010 
and as approved by the County Board on November 13, 2010. The applicant further 
agrees that the total sign area shall not exceed 24 square feet.   

 
Minor changes to the approved sign may be approved administratively by the Zoning 
Administrator. For the purposes of the preceding sentence, minor changes shall 
include only the following: (i) a minor adjustment in the location of the sign to meet 
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field conditions (less than 1 foot in any direction); or (ii) either a minor change in the 
area of the sign (less than 5%).   

 
2. The proposed sign may incorporate an Electronic Message Center (EMC) of not more 

than seven (7) square feet of the total sign area.  The EMC shall not be permitted to 
flash, scroll, or display video.  The content of the EMC shall change not more than 
once every 24 hours.  The applicant further agrees to include a mechanism to dim the 
brightness of the electronic portion of the sign, so that if the County Manager finds 
that the intensity of the lighting or the brightness of the EMC has an adverse effect on 
the surrounding area, the applicant will, within 24 hours notice from the County 
Manager, reduce the intensity or brightness of the EMC to a level that, in the County 
Manager's reasonable judgment, will no longer have such an adverse effect.   
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 PREVIOUS COUNTY BOARD ACTIONS:    
  
 There have been no previous County Board land use actions at this site.   
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