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The Pattern Book Process

Reflections on Newton’s Development
At the outset of the planning team’s work to develop the Pattern Book, we 
hosted an open house at the Newton Innovation Center over the course of 
two weekend days. The goals of the event included teaching the public about 
the zoning reform process; describing models for and the intended benefit 
of a Pattern Book cataloging the city’s development forms; fielding questions 
about the Pattern Book and larger zoning reform process; and encouraging 
contributions from the public regarding their thoughts, preferences, and 
priorities with respect to zoning, development in Newton, and the future of 
the city’s neighborhoods and commercial centers. One exercise designed 
to capture these contributions was a typology mapping activity where 
participants were introduced to several building classifications across the 
city and asked to reflect on their own experiences with these typologies 
within their own neighborhoods. The intent of the exercise was to learn what 
residents liked, did not like, and what they felt contributed to the overall 
character of their neighborhoods. Some comments and key themes from this 
exercise are highlighted here.

These are samples of the many comments received as part of the typology mapping exercise at the 
December 2016 Pattern Book open house.  
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Mapping Newton’s Typologies

Participants in this exercise were asked to think 
about the development typologies present in their 
own neighborhoods and share their thoughts on 
the characteristics and appropriateness of what 
they identified. The presentation of the cards and 
string on the map shows the geographic diversity 
of participants. The many colors present show 
the variety of built typologies that interested 
participants. 
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The Pattern Book Process

Preserve, Enhance, Transform

Preservation
One of the most common themes in the feedback 
gathered from the community is that people in Newton like 
where they live. This sentiment includes neighborhoods 
with specific characteristics as well as the city as a whole. 
Many residents in neighborhoods with smaller houses 
express concern over redevelopment that increases the 
average house size considerably, changing the character 
of the neighborhood. Similarly, residents in neighborhoods 
with larger homes expressed a desire to preserve 
their neighborhoods as single family communities. 
Unsurprisingly, people like where they chose to live. 

Enhancement
Throughout the Pattern Book process, there has been 
enthusiastic community support for enhancement of 
community spaces. Improvements to parks, landscaped 
areas, reservations, and the public realm in the village 
centers were frequently requested. 

Most divergent opinions centered around the enhancement 
of residential neighborhoods. Some community 
members advocated for increased density, particularly 
near transportation or retail centers, citing a desire for 
inclusivity, diversity, and vibrancy. Not all respondents 
considered these recommendations enhancements and 
voiced opposition. 

Transformation
General agreement was reached on areas that could 
use transformation. These included the Needham Street 
corridor and the Washington Street corridor. Other red 

Another exercise offered at the December 2016 Pattern Book open house gave 
participants a chance to identify areas of the city they understood to be 
appropriate for one of three broad approaches: preservation, enhancement, 
and transformation. Here the planning team encouraged participants to take 
a look ahead to the city’s future and make determinations on which areas 
of the city contributed a rich historic character that should be maintained 
in its current form over time (preservation), which areas were working well 
but could benefit from strategic growth and investment (enhancement), and 
where growth and redevelopment can and should responsibly occur over the 
next several decades (transformation).

Open house participants contribute their thoughts on 
appropriate areas for preservation, enhancement, and 
transformation, respectively.

stars can be found throughout the city, most typically in 
areas with large, under-utilized or post-industrial parcels.  
There was also a clustering of these stars in some 
parking lots within and around the city’s major village 
centers. With a few exceptions, the city’s smaller village 
centers and largely residential neighborhoods were not 
designated as priorities for transformation.
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Replace with scanned version

Areas identified as appropriate for preservation

Areas identified as appropriate for enhancement

Areas identified as appropriate for transformation
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The Pattern Book Process

Engagement Activities

Pop-Up Planning Department
On September 25, 2016 and 
October 4, 2016, City staff 
conducted “pop-up planning 
department” sessions at 
the Newtonville Village Day, 
Upper Falls Village Day, 
and the Cold Spring Park 
Farmer’s Market. Community 
members were invited to ask 
questions, post photographs to 
Instagram using the hashtag 
#NewtonPatternBook, and chalk 
draw the neighborhood.

Walking Tour
On November 11, 2016 a handful 
of community members joined 
the Planning Department and 
the Planning Consultant team 
for a public walking tour around 
Newton Centre. Participants 
were able to see firsthand how 
the team is collecting data and 
hear about the Pattern Book 
methodology.



Historic Newton
As part of our Pattern Book open 
house, we asked attendees to 
reflect on photos of Newton’s 
past in the context of the city’s 
current and future development. 
In many cases, the city’s past 
development better reflects 
current best practices in 
planning and urban design than 
does existing development. For 
example, 100 years ago village 
centers were taller and denser 
than modern commercial centers, 
resulting in a more responsible 
use of land and better pedestrian 
conditions.
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Question Campaign
In an effort to further 
contextualize and make 
more accessible the public 
engagement campaign for 
the Zoning Redesign project, 
the planning team distributed 
signs throughout the city’s 
neighborhoods inviting 
community members to text 
message responses to questions 
specific to one or more zoning 
issues. The responses then 
get added to the coUrbanize 
map online for the rest of the 
community to see, discuss, and 
respond to.



The Pattern Book Process

Assembling the Pattern Book
The objective of assembling a pattern book is to build a comprehensive 
catalog of Newton’s existing (and to some extent, past) development 
patterns. Given that the task involved analyzing existing and past 
development patterns and that the city is ever-changing as new 
development and redevelopment efforts are always underway, the Pattern 
Book should be understood to catalog Newton at a moment in time. Using 
a diverse and robust array of information services from public and private 
sources, the planning team was able to assemble a data-driven document 
with the intent that its figures and analyses could be updated in the future as 
new and different data become available. This would allow the Pattern Book 
to stay updated and exist as a “living” tool for the City and public at large to 
use in guiding new development and redevelopment for generations to come. 
To best facilitate this process of updating data and revising the Pattern Book, 
the planning team has recorded the methodologies and processes underlying 
the Pattern Book’s pages in this chapter. While this may not be a fully 
comprehensive guide for reproducing every metric included in the Pattern 
Book, we believe it will provide any practicing planner or city planning official 
with the tools they will need to get started.
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Methodology
The data used throughout the Pattern Book primarily come from the City 
of Newton’s Assessor’s database of parcels and building data. These two 
sources were joined in GIS by common ID to provide a complete database of 
all relevant parcel and building dimensional parameters. A meticulous process 
was undertaken to ensure that parcels with multiple units but differing IDs 
were accurately accounted for. 

Context-Based Areas (CBAs) were the primary unit of analysis. More details 
about CBAs and how they were generated are outlined on page 114. Metrics 
for the CBAs are aggregates of parcel and building level data within each 
boundary. All parcels were assigned to their corresponding CBA using the 
“select by location” operation in GIS based on whether its centroid fell within 
the CBA boundary. 
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The data tables associated with the GIS files were brought into Microsoft 
Excel, where data calculations were then extracted for each CBA, featured 
in the tables in Chapter 3. Similarly, parcels adjacent to roads were 
assigned road classifications. If a parcel was bordered by two different road 
classifications, the higher class was given priority. 

Character Patterns were created to define the physical components of the 
city. Within Newton, all of the parcels can be identified as belonging to one 
of the Character Patterns: Neighborhood, Village Center, Commercial Cluster, 
Campus, Recreation and Public Use, and Natural/Landscape. These patterns 
were largely informed by parcel land use and density. 

Pattern Subsets were created to provide an additional level of classification 
beyond the Character Pattern. Pattern Subsets identify the distinguishing 
features of different areas of a Character Pattern, and define the typical 
physical parameters that make each subset distinct. Several factors 
contribute to the uniformity of a Pattern Subset: building height, front 
setback, side setbacks, and to a degree, overall building size and lot size. 

During the Pattern Book process, several guided and self-guided tours around 
the city demonstrated that the uniformity within certain areas is as apparent 
as the diversity between areas within the city as a whole. Repeating patterns 
of uniformity became the basis for the Pattern Subsets. The typical dimension 
ranges for each Pattern Subset were extrapolated from a randomized 
sampling of parcels and are intended to describe averages, rather than 
serve as a comprehensive description of concentrations of specific parcels. 
They should be understood to be representative of the diversity of Newton’s 
development forms.





A
Glossary of Terms

Appendix: 
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Appendix A

Pattern Book Glossary of Terms

Accessory Structure
A structure located on the same lot with
the main building, detached or attached,
and is subordinate and customarily incidental
to the use of the main building. (A Planners 
Dictionary, American Planning Association)

Arterial Road
Arterial roads provide cross-city travel or regional 
connectivitiy providing connections to highways 
that extend beyond the Boston area. (Newton In 
Motion, 2017)

Character Pattern
Broad categories that describe the predominant 
land use components of the city. (prepared by 
Sasaki Associates for Newton Pattern Book)

Collector Street
Collector Streets serve a critical role in the 
roadway network by gathering traffic from Local 
Roads and funneling them to the Arterial network. 
Within the context of functional classification, 
Collectors are broken down into two categories: 
Major Collectors and Minor Collectors. (Federal 
Highway Administration, Highway Functional 
Classifications)

Context-Based Area
An imaginary boundary that distinguishes 
different areas of the city based on composition 
and development character, informed by 
neighborhoods, village centers, densities, 
development eras, and development styles. 
(prepared by Sasaki Associates for Newton Pattern 
Book)

Easement
Authorization by a property owner for
the use by another, and for a specified

purpose, of a designated part of his or her
property. (A Planners Dictionary, American 
Planning Association)

Floor Area Ratio
The gross floor area of all buildings on the lot
divided by the total lot area. (City of Newton 
Zoning Code 2015)

Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS)
A computer system used to visualize,
query, analyze, and map information that
is spatial in nature. (A Planners Dictionary, 
American Planning Association)

Land Use
The occupation or use of
land or water area for any human activity
or any purpose. (A Planners Dictionary, American 
Planning Association)

Local Road
Local Roads are not intended for use in long 
distance travel, except at the origin or destination 
end of the trip, due to their provision of direct 
access to abutting land. They are often designed 
to discourage through traffic and are classified by 
default after Arterial and Collector Streets have 
been identified. (Federal Highway Administration, 
Highway Functional Classifications)

Nonconforming Property
A building or parcel which does not conform 
in whole or in part to the use or construction 
regulations of the district in which the building or 
parcel is located. (City of Newton Zoning Code 
2015)
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Open Space
An expanse of undeveloped or landscaped  land, 
often tax exempt, that serves as a significant 
environmental, agricultural, public health, and/
or recreational asset for the city’s residents. 
(prepared by City of Newton staff for Newton 
Pattern Book) 

Pattern Book                                                                    
A comprehensive documentation of the city’s 
existing development patterns. It describes 
the siting, massing, articulation, and—in some 
cases—the design of development within the city.  
(prepared by Sasaki Associates for Newton Pattern 
Book)

Pattern Subset
Areas within a character pattern that more 
specifically describe detailed form, scale, and 
density of development. (prepared by Sasaki 
Associates for Newton Pattern Book)

Setback
The minimum/maximum distance by which any 
building or structure must be separated from 
a street right-of-way or lot line. (A Planners 
Dictionary, American Planning Association)

Streetwall
Streetwall is a custom analysis employed to 
describe the consistency of building facades on 
any given street. Streetwall percerntage is the 
ratio of the building width to the parcel width (also 
called frontage). Higher percentages indicate to 
a more urban form of development, while lower 
percentages indicate a more suburban form of 
development from the perspective of someone 
on the street. (prepared by Sasaki Associates for 
Newton Pattern Book)

Zoning
The division of a city by legislative
regulations into areas, or zones, which specify 
allowable uses for real property and size  
restrictions for buildings within these areas. 
Also, a program that implements policies of the 
general plan. (A Planners Dictionary, American 
Planning Association)


