Tuesday, May 23, 2006

REPORT BY 

ELLEN STURGIS, CHAIR OF THE SCHOOL BUILDING TASK FORCE TO 

THE STOW BOARD OF SELECTMEN

Thanks for the opportunity to report again to you on the progress of the School Building Task Force.  I want to just mention that we’ve been updating the School Building Task Force pages on the town website and encourage both selectmen and residents to check there frequently for updated agendas, minutes and meeting schedules.

As you are well aware, we are a large and diverse committee.  We pride ourselves on having all sides of the school discussion around one table.  We have the eleven members that were appointed, plus our facilitator, plus our Superintendent, plus two named liaisons.  That is 15 people at each meeting.  We have been meeting weekly since early April, and now have met seven times.  I was named chairman at our second meeting, Gary Bernklow is treasurer, Sara Kilkenny and Lynn Colletti are our clerks.  

Through this short time, we have come to respect each others’ opinions, found ways to get up to speed as fast as we can on the great work done by preceeding school building committees and have a work plan in place to move us to the next stage.
Originally, we broke into three groups to identify what information we had and what information we needed to develop new proposals.  From there, we have created two lists: those items that are “must haves” for any project we consider and those that range from “not as critical” to “would be nice” type items.   Because the new state regulations are only out in draft form, we have questions about requirements, so some of these items are in flux.  Fundamentally, however, we have agreed that any proposal should rate high on the future MSBA scoring, because funding is obviously vital.  

We have assigned subcommittees to start researching some of the “new” ideas that we would like to consider.  First, we have sent off two committee members to start drafting an RFP for a design consultant.  We will be looking for a new firm to give us new ideas.  Next we have multiple groups that will search various sites: collecting and summarizing all the information and research on the existing school sites; and evaluating the two properties that responded to the Selectmen’s RFP.  We also have a team researching alternate forms of construction: both green construction and pre-fabricated structures.
We also have a work plan that is leading to a joint boards meeting we would propose to hold on Tuesday, June 20th.  At that time, we would like to get feedback on our decision matrix which we will have completed by that time.  This will be in advance of hiring a design consultant.  We anticipate a more broad public forum to be held later in the summer.

A word on our facilitators.  Rob Kaufman was named by the appointing group as our non-voting facilitator.  He worked very hard to get us off the ground, to put some structure on this large group.  Only now are we starting to move a little more independently.  But Rob is a critical part in each meeting, facilitating sections of the meeting where we need a creative process, thinking through the goals of each agenda and how best to reach them.  Rick Lent has volunteered to assist Rob and myself in thinking through the structure of meetings—we meet weekly between meetings to put our heads together on this process work.  The committee voted to appoint an associate facilitator and we posted that position on May 8.  Rick was the only one to put his name forward, and we’ll be discussing that at our next meeting, to possibly formalize Rick’s role in the group.  To skeptics about this need for facilitators, I would just say: you try to run a meeting of 15 extremely diverse opinions and a committee that is the focus of many skeptical eyes within our town!  I am grateful that Rob and Rick are both willing to put a lot of time in to help me move this process along.  It’s obviously a new experiment for us, but one that I believe is worth our patience.  

I know there are many who are anxious for this committee to have its work done, to have a proposal on the table.  There are also those concerned with the structure of our committee.  To everyone, selectmen and residents, I would say that every concern you  have we have.  We are THE most anxious group.  Our impatience with ourselves is palatable at every meeting.  To know that much of this work has been done and reviewed before is to feel like we’re not moving forward.  But the difference is this: because of our size and diversity, we need this group of 15 plus to sift through all this information with new eyes.  Regardless of where we each started, I believe I can speak for all of us that we’ve come to this point with new respect for the amount of work and research done by the School Building Committee.  What we are hoping to do by creating a new matrix is looking for a new way to look at the same information.  But it all takes time.  We set ourselves homework each week and it is impressive how much research and reading is being done between meetings.  I’m proud of this group for their efforts and commitment.  
