The School Building Task Force has been meeting weekly since late March; we are a group of eleven representatives of the Stow community chosen by a joint committee of the Selectmen and Stow representatives to the Nashoba School Committee.  Our first task has been to create a list of “must-have” criteria as well as “evaluative” (or “would sure like to have”) criteria against which any possible proposals would be analyzed.  

As news of the state regulations is being released, I wanted to take the opportunity to clarify some of the MSBA issues and to update folks on where our group has been and is heading.

Draft regulations releating to the new school building assistance program (963 CMR 1.00) were released by the Mass School Building Authority (MSBA) in May; given the number of concerns and questions that were raised, the public comment period deadline was extended to July 31 . We have spent a great deal of time making sure we understand this draft, crafted a letter stating our concerns about some of the new regulations and developed a list of basic questions we hope to discuss with MSBA staff in the near future. 

Only one phase of the new draft regulations has been implemented and that was the school facilities needs survey.  Pompo received a 2 (“The building is in generally good condition, however a few building systems may need attention”) and Center 3(“The building is in fair to poor condition and some building systems may need to be repaired or replaced”).  However, it is important to understand that this is only one of many criteria that will be used to evaluate any proposals that come from Stow.  More important is the MSBA “Statutory Criteria” which prioritizes eight factors that will drive the success of the proposal.  (Details of these criteria are listed on the SBTF website that can be found at www.stow-ma.gov.)  Severe overcrowding is #2 on this list, which many believe is the case in Stow’s elementary schools.  “Replace obsolete buildings” is #7 on this list.  We don’t know yet if we would qualify for this, but it still is a possibility.  Draft MSBA regulations state that if a town has taken a working school off line it cannot then apply for a school project based on overcrowding.  There is nothing in the regulations that says a new school would not be funded if it can be shown to be the best, most cost effective solution for a town’s school problems.

It is most important for residents of Stow to know that our committee is committed to looking at all the possibilities with new eyes and new information: whether that information is from last fall’s town meetings or new MSBA regulations.  We are still reviewing much of the work done by the past SBC, applying our new understanding and criteria to see which options are valid.  We are also working to look at other options that might not have been explored before.  Currently, we are assigning groups of two to present each of what we consider the most advanced proposals that were developed by the SBC and their consultants over the last several years.  Through this process, we analyze these proposals based on what the draft MSBA regulations say would be supported as well as by our own set of criteria.  These are not necessarily proposals that will make it through to recommendations.

I wish we could tell you now what our proposals will be: we are tasked to present at least two proposals the voters no later than May 2007..  But whether that’s a new school, renovation of existing schools or some mix of both: it’s just too soon to tell.  We started our summer workshops with one presentation that was an add/reno option: there was merit to much of it, but it also spawned a number of questions and need for more information.  Our second option reviewed a new school at a new site, which spawned similar questions and need for more information.  This is the process we will be going through over the next month.

We invite the public to any of our meetings, which are nearly every Monday night at 7:30pm in Town Building.  In addition, we are keeping our page on the website as up to date as possible, and invite folks to visit it for recent minutes, agendas, and handouts.  We are also scheduled to update the Selectmen regularly with our next visit scheduled for August 8.  We hope to have our first public meeting in early September, and will make sure it’s well publicized as we are determined to get as much input and feedback from the community as we can, well in advance of narrowing down our recommendations.  As always, I encourage emails at e.sturgis@gmail.com.
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