The Community Talks; SBTF Listens
By Ellen Sturgis, Chair of School Building Task Force

On a recent Monday night, about 80 Stow residents came together at Center School to have a community dialogue regarding the town’s elementary school problems.  In a format designed by SBTF associate facilitator, Rick Lent, citizens were able to convene discussion groups around their key concerns.  The goal of the evening was to let the community speak to each other about the issues that concern them most in the search for a school solution.

Fourteen topics were initially raised with twelve attracting enough interest to convene a discussion group in one of two rounds during the evening.  In each group, participants wrote up ideas, concerns and questions on the topic being discussed.  Members of the School Building Task Force floated to different groups, primarily to listen and take notes; members were not  actively involved in the discussion.  At the end of the evening, each discussion topic presented their primary concerns and thoughts (to see the complete report, visit the town website at www.stow-ma.gov).

From the discussion groups, four themes emerged which were Location, Financing, Enrollment, and Green Construction.  Location discussions focused both on the center of town and Center School in particular.  One recurring message was to resolve the add/renovation option (i.e. can the solution be accomplished at the current locations) before anything else happens.  One group raised concerns about water and sewer, parking issues and the total amount of land needed to meet our proposed demographics.  Another group focused on keeping the campus design intact,  referring to plans drawn up years ago that originally developed the idea. Multiple groups felt we should separate the need for playing fields from the needs of the schools for recess and play. Concerns about traffic were prevalent in multiple groups, including one with that as its primary theme.

Paying for whatever solution came up in multiple settings. Two tied in location and land into the cost; purchasing abutting lands came up in several settings.  The desire for non-taxpayer sources of funds led to a creative list of alternatives, ranging from corporate sponsorship to university partnerships.  This led to discussion in multiple groups about the likelihood of state reimbursement and what alternatives we would have if that did not come about.  Mixed uses of the schools, whether for different populations (e.g. seniors and rec department programs) or for commercial and residential purposes were also considered.  Rebates and grants for building green were a recurring theme in the two groups that met explicitly around financing issues.  One group specifically addressed short term vs long term investments and the trade offs required in each—this group gained consensus around the goal of thinking long term and spending only once.
Enrollment was the topic of only one group but it created a lively discussion around the need for firm numbers that were realistic and credible.  There was a desire to see phased construction to avoid overbuilding if current projections don’t materialize.  Green construction was mentioned by many groups but was also the focus of only one group who raised a number of elements that should be considered from water conservation to natural lighting to “green” building materials.  Environmental regulations and alternative grant sources were also considered in the desire to build to “green” or “smart building” specifications.  Following a brainstorm item raised at a prevous SBTF meeting, one group coalesced around regionalization of middle school and considered the pros and cons of this option.  This could reduce pressure on both the high school (if the grade span was changed to 7-9) as well as all three towns’ elementary schools, but finding the land and meeting the demand in a timely fashion were just some of the cons identified.
The next steps for this material will be a review by the SBTF of the ideas raised, to see what if any of these concerns and questions need further research or deliberation.  We expect many of them to be incorporated into our thinking as we start working with Symmes, Maini & McKee Architects to develop conceptual design solutions.  Future community meetings will focus on the development of specific concepts.  As always, continued input is welcome at our weekly meetings or via our town website.
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