School Committee News

     The School Committee has spent a lot of time this past summer and fall on facility issues.  Though things are constantly changing, here is a brief update as of this writing.

     The Willard School Building Committee is moving ahead with design; but the School Committee is not sure if construction funds will be brought to the voters at the 2007 Town Meeting or in the fall in a Special Town Meeting.  In either case, the goal is to have a new building open for students in the fall of 2009.  The project will be voted on with knowledge that the state reimbursement is not guaranteed, and discussions are ongoing as to strategies to maximize overall reimbursement to the town for building projects.  One strategy would be not to apply for reimbursement for this project at all, and save reimbursement opportunities for the largest project cost we face, CCHS.

     The School Committee, looking at timelines for the Willard project, will be asking voters to approve a new septic system at Willard School at the annual town meeting.  The septic system needs to be updated, and the work needs to be done in the summer in order to avoid in delay the construction of a new school. 

     The CCHS project is also moving along.  A Statement of Interest, the first step in the new reimbursement process, is near complete and soon to be filed with the Massachusetts School Building Authority (MSBA).  This triggers the state to send out a group and then work with the Region to determine what solution exists to the defined problems.  The state works hand in hand with towns to determine how to proceed.  Once a town files for reimbursement, which can be done beginning in July 2007, the town then waits to hear from the state about approval for reimbursement.  

     The state has a set amount of money to spend statewide (about $500 M annually).  It will distribute that money based on specific criteria, including the rating of the building. (CCHS has the lowest rating on the MSBA scale, which indicates that the facility may be in need of substantial work).  The Region will follow all of the steps and file the project for approval of reimbursement at the earliest possible date.  The state will then say yes or no about being reimbursed in that year, as it weighs need across the state.  

     The Concord and Carlisle Finance Committees have told the School Committee that to build a new CCHS the towns would want reimbursement assurance.  The School Committee is not sure how long this will take, but as more information becomes available from the state we will keep the public informed.  The new MSBA reimbursement process is complex, and mandates a strong partnership between the town and MSBA which may result in longer timelines.

     An important change in the new MSBA rules is that design and construction costs will be approved at the same time.  The cost estimates will not be based on construction drawings or even on a developed design, but will rather be based on conceptual plans and a dollar amount per square foot estimate.  This is a big change.  Once the state notifies the region that reimbursement funding is available, the region has 120 days to bring the project before voters in the two towns.

     Current facility issues at CCHS include the lack of space.  The student enrollment has increased from 912 in the school year 1997-1998 to 1,257 in the current school year.  The space issue at CCHS is at a critical point, and the School Committee will be asking the voters to approve warrant articles to address the compelling need for classroom and office space.  

     In addition, playing fields have been a major topic of interest and concern.  The demand for playing fields has been well documented in the past years.  The Region is currently working with the Town of Concord and a group representing various youth sports to help address the field shortage.  Future newsletters will give updates on these discussions and proposals. 

     This is a highlight of facility topics.  The new Thoreau School has opened, major improvements were made at Middle School buildings, CCHS has new outdoor and new indoor bleachers, and other major projects have moved forward there.  Facilities will continue to be a major focus of the School Committees this year and for several years to come.  

     The School Committees are grateful to the towns for supporting these improvements.    

Betsy Bilodeau

