School Project Selection Criteria

By Gary Bernklow, member, School Building Task Force

As the School Building Task Force (SBTF) continues its mission to find a permanent solution to the problems facing the Stow schools, we would like to inform the residents of the town about the criteria that we are using to fulfill that mission, in anticipation of our upcoming community meeting on January 22.  There has been a great deal of constructive discussion in the past about what should be considered “needs” or what should be considered “wants”.  Using our original instructions from the Stow Board of Selectmen which charged, among other duties, that the SBTF agree on the needs, prioritize those needs, and determine their costs, the SBTF continues to devote much of its time with these important issues.

There is consensus among task force members that, where the MSBA provided a specific square footage requirement for a particular program area (for example, Kindergarten classrooms should be between 1000 and 1400 square feet, including a self-contained lavatory), the SBTF would adopt that standard as a “pre-screen” for any proposed project.  Those guidelines allowed task force members to agree on items such as gym size, specialty-area programs (such as therapy rooms), nurse stations, general class size, special education classrooms, and administrative space.  The task force also agrees that gym space included in the proposals should not also be used as a cafeteria; that nursing stations need to have two distinct, separable, spaces (to reduce any chance of contagion); that adequate storage space be included in any design (including storage for gym equipment, program materials, cleaning supplies, records, etc); that there be adequate guidance, planning, meeting, and administrative space, but that those spaces could potentially be shared; that a project contain at least one full kitchen.  Based on the MSBA standard guidelines and the other needs listed above, the SBTF will use projected enrollment figures to determine the amount of space recommended by the MSBA.
However, there are a number of options to consider that the SBTF views as evaluative, or “wants”.  One good example of a “want” would be a stage/auditorium in any project.  The scope of the staging (auditorium, raised stage, risers) must be evaluated before being included in a design.  Cafeteria size is also evaluative.  Ideally, the cafeteria would be large enough to accommodate enough pupils for two lunch seatings (half of the school population).  However, the MSBA specifies that the cafeteria need only be large enough to accommodate three seatings (or one-third of the school population).  A cafeteria designed to accommodate two seatings would be larger and more expensive while a cafeteria designed for three seatings would leave no room for any enrollment increases.  Other evaluative criteria include building location; shared space within buildings (such as the cafeteria doubling as assembly space/stage); sustainable (“green”) construction; project phasing; alternative construction such as pre-cast methods; and potential for future expansion.

In the coming weeks, the SBTF will hold a series of public forums designed to 

help the town and SBTF members learn more about school building choices facing us.  In each meeting SBTF (and/or our architects) will present information, and town members will discuss and provide feedback on what they heard.  This feedback will be noted by the SBTF and summarized in the next Town Forum before deliberating the next phase of decisions.  The first Town Forum, to be held on January 22nd at Hale School, will focus on the key criteria shaping what SBTF understands Stow needs and wants in developing preK-5 school building choices.  The SBTF invites everyone to attend.

